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ABSTRACT
Carter, Andrew. Ph.D. The University of Memphis. August, 2019. “Good Food” in the City of
the Blues: A Nexus Analysis of Memphis Alternative Food Networks. Major Professor: Craig
Stewart, Ph.D.
This dissertation explores both the complexities and transformative potential of “Good Food”
networks to contribute to more just and sustainable food practices. By comparing two farmers
markets with distinct cultural histories in Memphis, Tennessee, I examine how narratives of
“Good Food” are constructed against the larger backdrop of the city’s racial, social and cultural
legacy and food economy, and how those narratives map onto the city’s current socio-spatial
construction. Employing Scollon and Scollon’s (2004) nexus analysis theoretical and
methodological framework, I analyze both macro-level structures that shape local food systems
(e.g. access to farmers markets) and micro-level structures that shape how residents make food
choices. Using in-depth interviews (n=30) and participant observation, I explored the hegemonic
roles, routines and performances at each market to learn to what degree individual social actions
were influenced by larger-scale discourses. This dissertation builds upon existing health
communication scholarship that highlights the links between social determinants of health and
health disparities, while also branching into new territories by interrogating taken-for-granted
assumptions and understandings in dominant frameworks on health and nutrition.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION
This dissertation project emerges at a time where conversations surrounding issues of
food accessibility and sustainability have reached unparalleled levels of attention in the public
sphere. On Capitol Hill, concerns ranging from the long-term feasibility of genetically modified
(GM) crops to farmworker rights have overtaken legislative agendas (Alkon & Guthman, 2017;
Lo & Jacobson, 2011). In mainstream media, several documentary films and television programs
have emerged to draw attention to the poor and hazardous conditions surrounding the industrial
production of meat and livestock (Alkon & Agyeman, 2011; Broad, 2016). In the educational
sphere, the number of food studies programs in U.S. universities dedicated to the critical
examination of food and its contexts within science, art, history and other sub-fields has reached
an all-time high (Cosgrove, 2015). In the non-profit sector, there has been a rise in the number of
grassroots activism projects related to food over the past two decades to highlight issues of food
and environmental injustice (Cobb, 2011). Collectively, these multitude of discourses have
emerged within the mainstream during a time in U.S. history where the food system has
drastically transformed the ways in which we produce, distribute and consume food, generating
several environmental, economic and public health risks in the process.
My interest in broader issues of food access came to fruition during a previous project
where I explored local issues in Memphis pertaining to food and nutrition. Combining my
training in rhetoric and critical health communication, I was interested in learning more about the
cultural, social and economic practices relating to the production and consumption of food in
Memphis. As a Southern California native, I had limited knowledge of U.S. Southern food
culture, and what knowledge I did have was built around negative stereotypes based on the

region’s high rates of obesity and other diet-related diseases. I wanted to learn more about the
ways in which Memphians negotiated their local food environments; more specifically, to what
degree, if any, were healthy food spaces being promoted or supported and if these spaces
increased opportunities for neighborhood food access.
This thought process led me down a path of exploring the city’s alternative food scene
(e.g. farmers markets, community-supported agriculture programs). I set out to learn: how
popular were these spaces? Who was participating in them? How accessible were they for
community members? Did local residents consider these spaces as a part of “true” Southern
culture? During my formative research, I came across an article in the Memphis Flyer titled
“Food Fight: Turmoil at the Memphis Farmers Market Exposes Flaws in Tennessee’s FoodVoucher System.” The article highlighted the Senior Farmers Market Nutrition Program
(SFMNP) voucher controversy, an incident which stemmed from a flaw in the Tennessee food
voucher system and led to conditions of overcrowding and shortened tempers among market
patrons. The incident, which pitted market “regulars” against an influx of poor senior citizen
food voucher recipients, resulted in a smattering of racist and bigoted remarks on the Memphis
Farmers Market (MFM) Facebook page. Within this turmoil, intermingling markers and
divisions of race, class and ability, spurring recriminations and passionate pleas for
understanding, the scene that emerged was more than a social media spectacle.
The SFMNP voucher controversy served to highlight some of the long-standing
inequities in the food system as well as the city’s complex social hierarchy. As I continued to
delve further into what took place, the Flyer article served as an entry point for me to explore
deeper intersections of food, race and class in Memphis. Soon, I began to ask larger questions
surrounding the role of food access within communities. Who gets access to food? How is access
2

allocated? What contributes to disparities in access? Armed with this new lens to understand the
local food environment, I quickly realized that the controversy was more than the logistical error
it was made out to be, but rather was a symptomatic flare-up of a larger problem–one that was
couched within the complex historical narrative of economic and racial inequality in Memphis.
Historically, Memphis has been marked by its duality–a complex contrast of rich vs.
poor, black vs. white, old South vs. new South values. In the words of author Wanda Rushing
(2009), the city can be best described as a “paradox of place”–an entanglement of “politics, race,
geography and wealth” (p. 4). Among this contested terrain, nowhere is the paradox clearer than
in the city’s food economy. As a national leader in both the income gap and economic distress
(68 percent of Memphis residents live in economic distress), there is a clear dividing line
separating those that have access to high quality food options versus those that don’t (Poe, 2015).
For example, the city ranks in the top five nationally in food insecurity (a condition where
consistent access to adequate food is limited by a lack of money and other resources at times
during the year), with over one-fifth (22.6 percent) of its residents experiencing some category of
low food security (Coleman-Jensen, Rabbitt, Gregory & Singh, 2016). Memphis is also
perennially ranked in the top five worst food deserts (communities with little or no access to
healthy food, including fresh fruits, vegetables, meats and dairy products), with almost 13
percent of census tracts considered food deserts (Urban Child Institute, 2013).
In response to this crisis, recent public health campaigns and intervention efforts have
emerged to alleviate the associated economic and health-related costs of food access and
insecurity. Related research provides evidence that food insecurity is strongly correlated with
poor access to fresh and healthy foods (Crowe, Lacy & Columbus, 2018; Evans et al., 2015; Ver
Ploeg, Mancino, Todd, Clay & Scharadin, 2015). One emerging strategy for lowering the
3

prevalence of diet-related health disparities in communities with low food access is the
implementation of farmers markets (Payne et al., 2013; Kahin, Wright, Pejavara & Kim, 2017).
In Memphis, several local public health and non-profit organizations have adopted this approach
as a way to address disparities across the city (Coleman, 2017). Indeed, in recent years, the
farmers market landscape in Memphis has grown exponentially. From two in 2009 to over
fifteen in 2019, these markets have come to represent a central node in a growing “Good Food”
network and characterizes a major economic development strategy in urban contexts (e.g.
downtown revitalization) (Lambert-Pennington & Hicks, 2016). This rise “has led to a
diversification of markets based on the objectives of the sponsoring organizations and on
economic considerations” (Lambert-Pennington & Hicks, 2016, p. 60).
In this dissertation, I am interested in how narratives of “Good Food” get constructed
against the larger backdrop of Memphis history and its food economy. To do so, I compare two
farmers markets in distinct parts of the city, the Memphis Farmers Market (MFM) and South
Memphis Farmers Market (SMFM). In the context of larger Memphis history, both sites carry a
deep, complex legacy of dealing with larger issues of access, privilege and racial politics. The
neighborhoods which both markets are located in, South Main (SoMa) and South Memphis, are
less than five miles away from one another and have played an integral part in shaping the city’s
historical narrative. Major events, such as the Memphis Massacre of 1866, the Great Yellow
Fever Epidemic of 1879, the rise (and fall) of Beale Street, the People’s Grocery Lynchings of
1889, the Clayborn Temple and Sanitation Workers Strike of 1968 and the Lorraine Motel and
assassination of Martin Luther King, Jr. all took place within the 5-mile radius of both locations
and had major political, economic and social implications for the city writ large (see Figure 1).
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Figure 1. Map of Major Historical Events in Downtown Memphis, TN
In the context of public health, there are stark differences between both neighborhoods.
On one side of the coin, there is the neighborhood of South Memphis. A once thriving cultural
community in the early 1900s, the area has experienced significant blight and disinvestment in
recent decades, resulting in several deleterious consequences for its residents, including an uptick
in rates of poverty, lifestyle-related diseases and a disintegrating built environment. For example,
according to the US Census (2016), more than 43 percent of individuals living in South Memphis
are below the poverty line. Heart disease mortality rates in the neighborhood are 281 per 100,000
people, well above the national average of 197 per 100,000 (Shelby County Health Department,
2015). Further, incidence rates of death from diabetes in South Memphis are 47 per 100,000,
which is nearly double the U.S. average of 24.7 per 100,000 (Shelby County Health Department,
2015).
Regarding built environment, the housing vacancy rate in South Memphis is over 26
percent, and vacant parcels represent over 48 percent of land in some South Memphis zip codes
5

(Shelby County Assessor of Property, 2017). Moreover, there is little access to safe and
accessible recreational spaces. For instance, in 2017, the neighborhood scored a 0.25 out of 238
on the bicycle-friendliness index, an indicator of a neighborhood’s ability to comfortably support
bicycling by combining several variables, including low speed streets, number of bike lanes and
greenways, and multiple street connections (Mid-South Green Print, 2017). The neighborhood
also scored a 5.96 out of 60 on the walkability index, which is a measure of how friendly an area
is to walking, which include various factors such as “the presence or absence and quality of
footpaths and sidewalks, traffic and road conditions, land use patterns, building accessibility, and
safety” (Center for Applied Earth Science and Engineering Research, 2017).
Comparatively, there is the neighborhood of SoMa. A once abandoned railroad and
warehouse district during the 1960s and 70s, the neighborhood has come full circle as a
flourishing community. Currently, the appraised value per acre for property in SoMa is just
under $600,000, which is more than four times that of the city of Memphis ($175,000) and five
times that of Shelby County, TN ($100,000) (Downtown Memphis Commission, 2015). Property
value percentages from 2005-2015 witnessed an increase in SoMa property by 66 percent (Sells,
2016). Coinciding with this rise in property values, the neighborhood boasts some of the best
health outcomes in the city. For instance, the poverty rate in SoMa is just 18.81 percent, which is
6 percentage points less than the city of Memphis and 25 percentage points less than South
Memphis (US Census, 2016). The chronic heart disease mortality rate is only 126 per 100,00
people, well below the national average and less than half the rate of South Memphis (Shelby
County Health Department, 2015). Moreover, the diabetes mortality rate of SoMa is just 18 per
100,000 people, less than 40 percent the rate of South Memphis (Shelby County Health
Department, 2015).
6

These differences manifest spatially as well, as SoMa’s once disinvested landscape now
possesses a remarkably robust built environment. For example, the percentage of vacant housing
and land parcels in SoMa is just 12 and 5 percent, respectively (Shelby County Assessor of
Property, 2017). In comparison, in South Memphis, the housing vacancy rate is more than double
and the percentage of vacant parcels is more than nine times as high (Shelby County Assessor of
Property, 2017). In terms of access to safe and accessible recreational spaces, SoMa scored a
14.10 out of 238 on the bicycle-friendliness scale, more than 13 times higher than that of South
Memphis, and 15.46 out of 60 on the walkability index (Mid-South Green Print, 2017).
Together, these vast disparities in health and access to community resources highlight the
different realities experienced by community members that reside in each neighborhood. In this
dissertation, I investigate how alternative food communities organize within these spaces.
Neighborhood-level research offers a lens to understand how community members navigate their
food environments in ways that might not be accessible in broader contexts (e.g. global, state,
region) (Reese, 2019). Using the Memphis Farmers Market and South Memphis Farmers Market
as my entry point, the main purpose of this study is to examine the embodied performances,
roles, rituals, attitudes and beliefs at each market to understand emic views of traditions and
collective norms and learn to what degree these communicative and cultural practices align,
deviate or transform the historical discourses present in each neighborhood.
In this dissertation, I conceptualize farmers markets as a “nexus of practice” (Scollon &
Scollon, 2004), specifically, as an instantiation of what Scollon (2005) calls “prandial practices,”
or “our daily nutritional practices” including choices about what to eat and where to buy food (p.
480). Scollon and Scollon (2004) describe a “nexus of practice” as the point where “historical
trajectories of people, places, discourses, ideas, and objects come together to enable some action
7

which in itself alters those historical trajectories in some way as those trajectories emanate from
the moment of social action” (p. viii). Through this framework, social actions occur at the
intersection of three axioms: 1) historical bodies, which are the personal histories, experiences,
habits, memories, etc. that an individual brings to a given social action; 2) discourses in place,
which is the material space in which social actions occur; and 3) the interaction order, which is
the relationship between the participants in the social situation that is being analyzed. In the
context of farmers markets, historical bodies comprise individual practices such as shopping,
selection of vendors, cooking, eating, etc. Discourses in place comprise things like the market’s
architecture and layout, topics of conversation and transactions being made. And the interaction
order comprises social arrangements and interactions as they occur within the market’s space.
This framework allowed me to critically examine the intersecting elements of culture, power and
inequality, meaning construction, agency and voice as they manifested throughout the discourse
at both market locations. Through the lens of social justice, a nexus analysis engagement allowed
me to better capture and understand these elements as they occurred throughout the sample of
empirical data.
Nexus analysis suggests that discourses and individual social actors have a history that
cannot be analyzed in isolation without context (Scollon & Scollon, 2004). This focus on larger,
historical and ideological processes made this framework ideally suited for analyzing my
collected research data. Particularly in the context of food access and inequality in Memphis,
such phenomena do not exist in isolation and are deeply embedded within rich cultural and social
histories. By understanding discourse as a form of social practice (i.e. socially constitutive as
well as socially shaped in that it constitutes situations, objects of knowledge, and the social
identities of and relationships between people and groups of people), nexus analysis served as an
8

effective framework for me to address underlying causes of food access and health inequality
issues in Memphis and offer more effective and relevant solutions (Scollon, 2007).
Because this dissertation is a study of food networks and systems, such a framework is
useful for linking multiple projects into a network as a nexus analysis. By bridging the gap
between micro and macro-level discourses, the framework helps illuminate how various food
practices become deeply ingrained in experiences, not only at the individual level but among
certain cultural and social groups. The “prandial practices” project begins with the everyday
meal and traces out to connect links in the broader food system through the close examination of
practices such as shopping, selection of restaurants, cooking, eating and the social interactions
that happen during these practices (Scollon, 2005). In this dissertation, I draw similar links
between consumption practices among consumers and how those practices create social linkages.
Using participant observation and in-depth interviews, I uncover the embedded practices that
manifest within the space of both locations and how those practices create linkages that can be
traced back to larger inequities across Memphis history and the broader food system.
The methodological approach of this dissertation is grounded in the tenets of nexus
analysis. This framework allowed me to bring forth a critical perspective to the project and
situate myself as an active participant and representative voice in the phenomena I was studying.
The primary data collection tool was in-depth, semi-structured interviews. I interviewed 30 total
participants (15 at each market location). Additionally, participant observations and field notes
were recorded continuously throughout the one year duration of the project (including during
interviews) emphasizing a reflexive approach (Madison, 2005). Data included individual handwritten field notes, audio recorded voice memos in addition to the transcription from the audio
interviews. The research questions that guided the study were:
9

(1) – What fundamental assumptions undergird interpretations of health and
healthy eating practices at the Memphis Farmers Market and South Memphis
Farmers Market?
(2) – How does each market community fit under the umbrella of “Good Food”?
(3) – What are the hegemonic practices at each market? Whose hegemony is
seen? How do the hegemonic practices at each market affect participants’
experiences?
(4) What communication practices are in place at the farmers markets? What
assumptions are they building on? What are the messages? What discourses are in
place to attract customers? To guide customers? To shape the culture at each
market?
(5) How do customers characterize their motivations for going to the Memphis
Farmers Market or South Memphis Farmers Market, and what broader ideologies
are constructed and/or implicated by this discourse?
(6) What does the Memphis Farmers Market and South Memphis Farmers Market
symbolize to its customers, and what broader ideologies are constructed and/or
implicated by this discourse?
This research brought forth in this project is significant on several levels. Conceptually, it
is part of an emerging yet limited body of work engaging in issues of food justice from a
communication and discourse analytic lens. To date, most scholarship in the field is based in
either anthropology or geography and looks more broadly at the historical context of food
movements. There is emerging but limited research that examines the rhetorical construction of
these sites, particularly as it pertains to issues of race, class, space and privilege. Empirically, one
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of the primary contributions of this project is a focus on dynamics of food access in the urban
U.S. Mid-South. The unique social, cultural, economic, political, structural and historical context
of Memphis provides new perspectives and understandings to inform future interventions
predicated on ameliorating food-related inequalities. Within public health research, this
dissertation builds upon existing studies that highlight the links between the built environment
and social determinants of health and health disparities. The project also interrogates taken-forgranted assumptions and understandings in dominant frameworks on health and nutrition.
Overview of the Dissertation
This dissertation pivots between macro-level analyses of food access and micro-level
analyses of how local residents at each market navigate their food environment. Chapter Two
begins by situating the macro and mid-level theories that undergird my analysis. At the macrolevel, I highlight the main tenets of nexus analysis (interaction order, historical bodies,
discourses in place). In doing so, I call attention to the importance of networked concepts to
understand the sociospatial construction of “Good Food” spaces writ large. I argue that
neighborhood-level institutions such as farmers markets serve as an intermediary space to
examine the nexus of macro-level (e.g. how resources are drawn within a community) and
micro-level processes (how residents determine what food to buy and who to buy it from). At the
mid-level, I introduce the theories of whiteness and neoliberalism to underscore the primary
critiques of the “Good Food” Movement (GFM) in the scholarly literature. Then, I provide a
targeted review of research relating to the emergence and complexities of the GFM, highlighting
two central critiques of whiteness and neoliberalism within movement discourse.
In Chapter Three, I discuss my methodological considerations for the project. This
section includes a brief history of the methodology, a description of data collection methods, site
11

and participant selection, trustworthiness and ethics (e.g. member checking, triangulation) and
data analysis and writing procedures. Chapter Four presents a nexus analysis of the Memphis
Farmers Market. I begin by presenting a brief oral history of the MFM. Next, using the oral
history as an entry point, I trace the historical bodies of the original market founders in relation
to the development of the SoMa neighborhood to map the origins of the MFM. Then, using
Goffman’s (1959) concept of interaction order, the remaining portion of the chapter examines
my empirical data to identify the taken-for-granted performances, roles, rituals, attitudes and
beliefs at the market to discern to what degree the communicative and cultural practices align,
deviate or transform the historical discourses present.
Chapter Five presents a nexus analysis of the South Memphis Farmers Market. Following
the same format as the previous chapter, it proceeds as follows: oral history of the SMFM; trace
the historical trajectories of the market founders; examination of my empirical data using
Goffman’s (1959) interaction order. Lastly, in Chapter Six, I summarize the major theoretical,
empirical and methodological contributions of the dissertation project. I highlight areas for
potential future research in the area of food access and food justice. I also point to the utility that
the findings might have for practitioners in related areas.
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CHAPTER 2
THEORY AND LITERATURE REVIEW
In this dissertation, I explore both the complexities and transformative potential of “Good
Food” networks to contribute to more just and sustainable food practices. By understanding
discourse as a form of social practice (e.g. socially constitutive as well as socially shaped, in that
it constitutes situations, objects of knowledge, and the social identities of and relationships
between people and groups of people), I examine both macro-level structures that shape local
food systems (e.g. access to farmers markets) and micro-level structures that shape how residents
make food choices. The goals of this project are both empirical and theoretical. To what degree, I
ask, are individual social actions influenced by larger-scale analyses of food access?
This chapter will unfold as follows. First, I highlight the macro-level theoretical
underpinnings of the project, which include critical discourse analysis, nexus analysis and
Scollon’s (2005) concept of “prandial practices.” From there, I discuss the mid-level theory,
which examines theories of whiteness and neoliberalism. Following this, the literature review
highlights the emergence and history of the “Good Food” Movement (GFM) as well as the
GFM’s complex relationship toward concepts of neoliberalism and whiteness. This structuring is
important to understand the networked approach to food access at the community level.
Macro-Level Theory
A Critical Engagement with Food: Critical Discourse Analysis
Critical discourse analysis (CDA) provides a useful lens toward the investigation of
embedded practices and norms as they occur within spaces of social interaction (i.e. farmers
markets). As part of an emancipatory critical social science, this approach is characterized by its
open commitment to the achievement of a just social order through a critique of discourse
13

(Lazar, 2007). A CDA perspective examines “opaque as well as transparent structural
relationships of dominance, discrimination, power and control as manifested in language”
(Wodak, 1995, p. 204). More speciﬁcally, “[CDA] studies real, and often extended, instances of
social interaction which take (partially) linguistic form. The critical approach is distinctive in its
view of (a) the relationship between language and society, and (b) the relationship between
analysis and the practices analysed” (Wodak, 1997, p. 173). Fundamentally, this approach views
language (discourse) as a form of social practice and suggests that power relations are discursive
and that social problems are based in social realities. According to Fairclough (1995), the
specific aim of a CDA approach is:
to systematically explore often opaque relationships of causality and determination between
(a) discursive practices, events and texts, and (b) wider social and cultural structures, relations
and processes; to investigate how such practices, events and texts arise out of and are
ideologically shaped by relations of power and struggles over power (p. 132).
As a field of research, CDA does not function as “a discrete academic discipline with a
relatively fixed set of research methods,” but rather a web of interdisciplinary approaches which
combine various frameworks, theoretical models, research methods and agendas – all of which
combine “a shared interest in the semiotic dimensions of power, injustice, abuse, and politicaleconomic or cultural change in society” (Fairclough, Mulderrig & Wodak, 2009, p. 357). The
influences of CDA combine several interrelated sub-fields, including “Rhetoric, Text linguistics,
Anthropology, Philosophy, Socio-Psychology, Cognitive Science, Literary Studies and
Sociolinguistics, Applied Linguistics and Pragmatics” (Wodak & Meyer, 2009, p. 1). In the
context of food, CDA has been used to theorize media discourse on genetically-modified crops
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(Maeseele, 2013), food insecurity (Knezevic, Hunter, Watt, Williams & Anderson, 2014) food
waste (2016), and nutritional science (Dodds & Chamberlain, 2017), among other topics.
A CDA approach to this dissertation is useful in many ways. To begin, the
interdisciplinary nature of this project demands a framework that allows for a wide mix of
methodological backgrounds and theoretical approaches. Combining a diverse set of literatures,
including public health, geography, anthropology and other fields, CDA offers a platform to
incorporate multiple epistemologies and perspectives. Another benefit of CDA is its utility
toward open interpretation of data. As noted by Fairclough, Mulderrig & Wodak (2011), “Unlike
some forms of discourse-based research, CDA does not begin with a fixed theoretical and
methodological stance. Instead, the CDA research process begins with a research topic; for
example, racism, democratic participation, Middle East politics, globalization, workplace
literacy, consumer cultures, and so forth,” with the choice of methods being predicated on the
phenomena being studied (p. 358). As I address concepts which are messy and often difficult to
clearly measure and define (e.g. power, inequality and racism), CDA offers a heuristic approach
which allows me to reflexively engage with my data throughout the analysis process.
CDA also serves as a useful way to examine the connection between power, agency and
meaning, and to identify how dominant frameworks on health and food access reinforce takenfor-granted assumptions and understandings (e.g. assumptions of criteria, universality,
effectiveness and innovation). For example, one of the key tenets of GFM and alternative food
discourses are their emphasis on democratic values and equal access. Establishments such as
farmers markets and community-supported agriculture programs (CSAs) are regularly lauded for
their ability to help build community and promote participatory democracy, while
simultaneously contesting a globalized food system (Kloppenberg, Henrickson & Stevenson,
15

1996). Such institutions are also often praised for improving access by community members to a
fresher, more nutritious diet and creating more direct links between local farmers and consumers
(Feenstra, 2002). However, by uncritically adopting these dominant tropes without accounting
for broader complexities such as food and environmental justice, racial and gendered
discrimination and unequal zoning practices, many scholars suggest that GFM discourses
construct moral responsibility via individual consumer choice (Alkon & McCullen, 2010).
Through the lens of social justice, a CDA approach provides openings to uncover embedded
spaces of power and resistive agency within these contexts. To date, there are several research
projects that have theorized issues pertaining to food access and farmers markets through a
critical lens (see Guthman, 2010; Sbicca, 2012; Broad, 2016; Holt-Gimenez & Wang, 2011).
However, of these approaches, this project is the first to look at these issues from a specifically
critical discourse analytic perspective.
A Networked Approach to Food Access: Nexus Analysis
In this dissertation, I employ a nexus analysis approach to the study of food access.
Nexus analysis is a form of historical and ethnographic discourse analysis which draws on
several social-scientific sub-disciplines, such as ethnography of communication, social
psychology, interactional sociolinguistics, anthropology and CDA. Nexus analysis shares many
of the same concerns and theoretical underpinnings as CDA, but in contrast to a lot of research
within the CDA framework, which focuses on large-scale social discourses, the starting point for
a nexus analysis is always at the micro level: a social action performed by a social actor.
Scollon & Scollon (2004) suggest that social actions do not happen outside of context,
but rather are embedded within unique political, cultural and economic histories. To uncover
these embedded narratives, a networked approach is essential. In the context of food access, a
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networked approach allows researchers an opportunity uncover historical or current on-theground processes left out in studies that focus exclusively on macro-level analyses (e.g. how
resources are drawn within a community). Recent food studies scholarship has offered strong
support for a networked approach to the critical investigation of food access within “Good Food”
spaces. For example, Reese (2019) has used this approach in expanding on Sampson’s (2003)
call for observational and qualitative studies that connect people to their spatial contexts in her
investigation of Black food spaces in Washington D.C. In his work on social movements and
alternative food spaces in South Los Angeles, Broad (2016) has employed the communication
ecology approach to understand how and why food justice organizations go about advancing their
social justice goals through food-related activities. Other scholars have used a networked
approach to highlight the connection between food and carceral politics, (Sbicca, 2018), food
access and environmental justice (Alkon, 2012), and redlining and urban nutrition (Eisenhauer,
2001) among others.
The original meaning of the word “nexus” is “a link between two different ideas or
objects which links them in a series or network”–simply put, a nexus analysis is “the study of the
ways in which ideas or objects are linked together” (Scollon & Scollon, 2004, p. viii). There are
three primary components of nexus analysis: interaction order, historical bodies and discourses
in place.
Interaction Order. Nexus analysis draws on the work of Goffman (1963), who
highlighted the significance of examining how social actors behave when in the presence of
others, and therefore “takes a broad view on interaction as encompassing not only talk, but also
physical positioning, movement, objects, etc.” (Lane, 2014, p. 7). In his seminal book The
Presentation of Self in Everyday Life (1959), Goffman developed, through his studies of
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mundane, everyday tasks and behavior, a theory of interaction among co-present individuals,
which he described as the “interaction order.” According to Goffman (1983), the interaction
order consists of “systems of enabling conventions” that render public conduct orderly and
predictable and is sustained by shared cognitive and normative presuppositions (p. 5). In the
book, Goffman (1959) analyzed how an individual in “ordinary work situations presents himself
and his activity to others, the ways in which he guides and controls the impression they form on
him, and the kinds of things he may or may not do while sustaining his performance before
them” (p. 8).
Goffman (1959) argues that when individuals are in the immediate physical presence of
other people, they will unavoidably seek to control the impression that others form of them or
her in order to achieve individual or social goals (in other words, actors will engage in what
Goffman describes as “impression management,” or the script that people follow to dictate how
others see them) (Jacobsen & Kristiansen, 2015). Conversely, the other participants in the social
encounter will attempt to form an impression of who and what this individual is, using several
“sign vehicles” to try to form a picture of his or her identity (Jacobsen & Kristiansen, 2015).
Goffman describes two forms of communication which social actors use to convey information.
The first type of information concerns the verbal or nonverbal symbols we consciously use in
order to convey a specific meaning (e.g. traditional, explicit communication). The other type of
information consists of the signs and expressions that actors unwittingly and unconsciously emit,
signs the surroundings perceive as characteristic for that person (Goffman, 1959).
Goffman considers six dramaturgical elements as fundamental to the “interaction order”:
performances, teams, regions, discrepant roles, communication out of character and impression
management (Jacobsen & Kristiansen, 2015). A performance “is about making an impression on
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those present and notably about asserting oneself (to oneself and to the other parties present) that
we are who we pretend to be” (Jacobsen & Kristiansen, 2015, p. 71). A team can be
characterized as a fundamental unit in any analysis of the social world. As noted by Goffman
(1969), “a teammate is someone who is dependent upon in fostering a given definition of the
situation” (p. 83). Thirdly, Goffman (1959) argues that everyday interactions take place within
different dramaturgical regions (i.e. frontstage, backstage). Similar to a play, Goffman suggests
that the front region is where performances take place before an audience, while the back region
is where “the performer can withdraw, providing the opportunity to relax, rehearse and recharge”
(Jacobsen & Kristiansen, 2015, p. 71). Discrepant roles are concerned with how particular
individuals may “learn about the secrets of the team,” thus constituting “threats to their
privileged position” (Goffman, 1959, p. 143). Communicating out of character refers to the parts
of an individual’s expression that are incompatible with the fostered impression maintained
during the course of interaction. Lastly, impression management “designates the participants’
efforts to control the impressions made during the course of interaction” (Jacobsen &
Kristiansen, 2015, p. 72).
Historical Bodies. The concept of historical bodies has roots in philosophy and critical
sociology and draws on the work of Nishida (1958) and Bourdieu (1977; 1990). Nexus analysis
emphasizes that individual social actors have a history and cannot be analyzed without
references to the past (Scollon & Scollon, 2004). Thus, individual bodies can be characterized as
“lifetime experiences of our actions, memories, and experiences” (Lane, 2009, p. 465). Scollon
& Scollon (2004) suggest that an individual’s lifetime of personal habits come to feel so natural
that one’s body carries out actions seemingly without being told (Scollon & Scollon, 2004).The
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term ‘historical body’ comes directly from Nishida’s (1958) conceptualization, in which there
are at least three important elements to highlight:
1) the body functions as a principle of individuation. In fact, Reality forms itself
in the individual through the body. The absolute nature of reality as contradictory
self-identity is nothing but this self-formation of reality in the individual body. 2)
The historical body is the core of the natural and the historical process. 3) Finally,
the body becomes the crucial point of the process of active intuition, because it is
as historical-somatic selves that "we see the things in an active-intuitive way."
(VII, 546) Therefore, the historical body is the symbol and the point of
convergence of the multilayered structure of the historical reality and its logic of
contradictory self-identity (Cestari, 1998, p. 193).
Nishida (1958) understood the human body as not just a physical object and product of
the natural world, but rather a historical subject and co-creator of the world. The concept of
historical bodies is similar to Bourdieu’s habitus (1977; 1990), in that it is concerned with how
individuals perceive and navigate their social world. In The Logic of Practice (1990), Bourdieu
offers his definition of the term:
Systems of durable, transposable dispositions, structured structures predisposed
to function as structuring structures, that is, as principles which generate and
organize practices and representations that can be objectively adapted to their
outcomes without presupposing a conscious aiming at ends or an express mastery
of the operations necessary in order to attain them. Objectively “regulated” and
“regular” without being in any way the product of obedience to rules, they can be
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collectively orchestrated without being the product of the organizing action of a
conductor (p. 53).
While Nishida (1958) situated bodily memories exclusively in the individual body,
Bourdieu (1977) saw habitus as more of a symbiotic relationship between an individual’s
experiences and opportunities and the way group culture influences those experiences. In nexus
analysis, Scollon & Scollon (2004) draw more on Nishida’s (1958) conceptualization because of
its primary focus on the individual.
Discourses in Place. Scollon & Scollon (2004) suggest that “all social action is
accomplished in some real, material place in the world” because “all social actions are carried
out by human social actors” (p. 14). Thus, all places in the material world can be viewed as a
nexus of the multifarious discourses which circulate through them (Scollon & Scollon, 2004).
Such discourses can circulate across different time cycles (e.g. slow: aging of built or
architectural environment, or more rapid: transactions at a farmers market) and can either be
distant or relevant to particular social actions occurring in that place. Scollon & Scollon (2004)
use the term ‘discourses in place’ to call attention to “the need to study empirically which
discourses are relevant or foregrounded and which discourses are irrelevant (for the moment at
least) or backgrounded for the social actions in which [the researcher] is interested” (p. 14). The
intersection of these three components (interaction order, historical bodies and discourses in
place) constitute a social action (see Figure 2).
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Figure 2. Scollon & Scollon’s (2004) three elements of a social action
In the context of this dissertation, nexus analysis offers many opportunities to the study
of networks and farmers markets. As a site for the analysis of social action, farmers markets
represent a space where many personal, social and other cycles of exchange are circulating.
Scollon & Scollon (2004) describe a “nexus of practice” as the point where “historical
trajectories of people, places, discourses, ideas, and objects come together to enable some action
which in itself alters those historical trajectories in some way as those trajectories emanate from
the moment of social action” (p. viii). Farmers markets do not exist in isolation, but rather are the
culmination of repeated sites of engagement and mediated action which come together across
various cycles and timescales.
The three elements of nexus analysis can be used to conceptualize farmers markets as a
form of social action. For example, each patron will bring their own historical body as they
participate in the “nexus of practice.” Personal histories, habits and experiences inform social
actions which both reflect an individual’s past and anticipate future aspirations. Farmers markets
represent many possible social arrangements where relationships and social interactions are
cultivated. A given market or location will have its own unique interaction order comprised of
normative performances, rituals, attitudes and beliefs. Lastly, farmers markets encompass a
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nexus of discourses which circulate through them. These discourses in place emanate across
different cycles at the moment of social action (e.g. shopping at the market).
Prandial Practices
As a heuristic guide to study food systems and networks, nexus analysis has been used by
Scollon (2005) to examine the consequences of the restructuring of food production in the global
system. Here, Scollon (2005) seeks to outline a set of discursive links between action at the
momentary level of individual social actors and the very broadest cycles of exchange across the
world system (Wallerstein, 1983). In his first application, prandial practices, Scollon (2005)
begins at the nexus of actions which comprise daily nutritional practices, suggesting that every
time we partake in food practices (buying food products at the market, going out to eat, disposing
of trash), “we produce nodes on a system of food production, distribution, and consumption” (p.
480). The prandial practices project brings to light the various food practices that are deeply
ingrained in our experiences not only as individuals but as members of certain cultural and social
groups. Scollon (2005) notes:
Each of the myriad practices of consumption links us to other people who share
those practices and divides us from those who do not. Our prandial practices link
us to social worlds and to economic cycles that go far beyond our own gardens,
markets, kitchens, and tables into the food production and distribution demands of
the world system. (p. 480).
In the context of “networks,” prandial practices represent “a complex mobile assemblage
of physiological, discursive, economic, etc. relations that mediate on-going connecting between
material human and technical agencies across numerous sites of engagement” (ZhukovaKlausen, 2012, p. 209) (see Figure 3 below). In this dissertation, I highlight the multiple
23

assemblages between consumption practices among consumers at the Memphis Farmers Market
and South Memphis Farmers Market and how those practices create social linkages. The social
action of shopping at a farmers market represents discursive inscriptions–labels which signify
specific prandial practices. Using participant observation and in-depth interviews, I uncover the
embedded prandial practices that emerge within the historical bodies of patrons at both locations
and how those practices trace back to larger inequities across Memphis history and the food
system.

Figure 3. A conceptual model that describes the components of prandial practices
*Adapted from Zhukova-Klausen (2011)
Mid-Level Theory
In this dissertation, the mid-level theories of whiteness and neoliberalism present
important insights toward the theorization of farmers market and issues of food access. Based on
relevant literature, the transformative potential of the GFM as a catalyst to provide alternatives to
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the modern food system is burdened by several shortcomings, with the Movement’s complex
relationship to neoliberalism and lack of attention to issues of food justice and whiteness being
the most central. In the section below, I introduce the theoretical constructs of both terms.
Whiteness Theory
Theories of whiteness are well established in numerous fields in social science. As an
area of inquiry, origins of whiteness studies date back to the late 1980s (Roediger, 1999). Areas
of research in whiteness studies are wide-ranging, and include, among others, emphasis on white
privilege and white identity, the historical implications of white as a racial category and the
culture (or lack thereof) of whiteness. As a theoretical model, conceptions of whiteness are
multidimensional, complex, systemic and systematic, and are designated by various definitions
across different disciplines (Frankenberg, 1993). Guthman (2008) notes “whiteness is a messy
and controversial concept with which to work, variably referred to as the phenotype of pale
bodies, an attribute of particular (privileged) people, a result of historical and social processes of
racialization, a set of structural privileges, a standpoint of normalcy, or particular cultural politics
and practices” (p. 390). Among critical communication scholars, the term is referenced as the
ideas, practices, and conditions associated with being white (Nakayama & Martin, 1999;
Nakayama & Krizek, 1995).
Constructs of whiteness look to examine the cultural, historical and sociological aspects
of what it means to be white, and how the social construction of whiteness links to social status
(Frye, 1988). One of the central characteristics of whiteness lies in its abstract positionality.
Scholars commonly refer to whiteness as invisible, or occupying an unmarked social location.
Lipsitz (2011) theorizes whiteness as “the unmarked category against which difference is
constructed,” in that whiteness “never has to speak its name, never has to acknowledge its role as
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an organizing principle in social and cultural relations” (p. 1). Nakayama & Krizek (1995) note
similarly that, “whiteness assumes the position of an uninterrogated space, in that there is no true
essence to whiteness; there are only historically contingent constructions of that social location”
(p. 293). Yet, the social location of whiteness is perceived as if it had a normative essence
(Nakayama & Krizek, 1995). In this regard, the normativity of white cultural practices and
values positions them as superior or ideal, while that which is nonwhite is abnormal and inferior.
In turn, this hierarchy places whiteness as a position of power and prestige (McCullen, 2008).
Because “white” is understood as normal, the invisibility of whiteness manifests itself
through its universality, in that the universality of whiteness resides in its already defined
position as everything (Nakayama and Krizek, 1995). Thus, the experiences and communication
patterns of whites are taken as the norm from which “Others” are marked. Dyer (2013) explains,
“In the realm of categories, black is always marked as a colour (as the term ‘coloured’
egregiously acknowledges), and is always particularizing; whereas white is not anything really,
not an identity, not a particularizing quality, because it is everything–white is not colour because
it is all colours” (p. 45).
As argued by Kivel (1996), whiteness does not just refer to skin color, but is an ideology
based on beliefs, values, behaviors, habits and attitudes. Because whiteness is a state of
unconsciousness, whiteness is often invisible to white people, thus perpetuating a lack of
knowledge or understanding of difference which is a root cause of oppression (hooks, 1994). In
discussing the transformative power of whiteness, Henry & Tator (2002) note:
Whiteness, like ‘colour’ and ‘Blackness,’ are essentially social constructs applied
to human beings rather than veritable truths that have universal validity. The
power of Whiteness, however, is manifested by the ways in which racialized
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Whiteness becomes transformed into social, political, economic, and cultural
behaviour. White culture, norms, and values in all these areas become normative
and natural. They become the standard against which all other cultures, groups,
and individuals are measured and usually found to be inferior (pp. 46-47).
Whiteness is also constituted socio-spatially. Whiteness and the racism it perpetuates are
geographically composed in part because of white normativity; whiteness is our environment and
the norms that guide it (McCullen, 2008). Along these lines, Kobayashi and Peake (2000) argue
that whiteness “occurs as the normative, ordinary power to enjoy social privilege by controlling
dominant values and institutions and, in particular, by occupying space within a segregated
social landscape” (p. 393). On a larger scale, Thomas (1998) asserts that geography in and of
itself reproduces whiteness:
Geography is deeply embedded with whiteness… It is one of the disciplines that
Europeans used to discover and define others and their worlds. And it is the
discipline through which constructed social relations and ideologies are grounded
and spatially organized. Deconstructing whiteness is in fact not just about
confronting the geography it produces, its spatial absence, or the inability to speak
about its meaning, it is also about the very discipline of geography (p. 140).
Because whiteness assumes an invisible existence and is normalized within western
culture, white cultural codings become geographically localized among white-dominated
societies (McCullen, 2008). Thus, whites may recognize these locations as normative and
customary, while racialized Others may identify them as coded spaces, and feel unwelcome or
unwanted (e.g. farmers markets, alternative food stores). For example, a person of color is much
less likely to feel as if they belong in a certain farmers market if they do not see anyone with
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whom they identify with or if they cannot participate in the space’s activities (e.g. the food is too
expensive); and even if the food is not too expensive, they might perceive the space to be
exclusionary or disparate (Orkin, 2013). Thus, it is this embedded combination of colorblindness
and hypervisualization that Guthman notes (2011) allows these “white spaces” to persist.
Kobayashi and Peake (2000) note that “racialization” is a repetitive process where “racial
groups are identified, given stereotypical characteristics, and coerced into specific living
conditions, often involving social/spatial segregation and always constituting racialized places”
(p. 393). Understanding race in these terms, it is easy to see how whiteness spatiality reinforces
social closeness/distance. Whiteness also represents a position of power, in the sense that the
power holder defines the categories, which essentially means that the power holder decides who
(or what) is white and who is not (Frye, 1988). If we are to understand this in a geographical
context, this rationale gets substantiated when whites achieve social (and spatial) distance from
other racial groups.
Whiteness also becomes socio-spatially produced through embodied and material
discourses/locations. As Saldahna (2006) notes, from an ontological lens “race is shown to be an
embodied and material event” (p. 9). Through his idea of viscosity, he argues that “whiteness is
about the sticky connections between property, privilege, and a paler skin. There is no essence of
whiteness, but there is a relative fixity that inheres in all the ‘local pulls’ of its many elements in
flux” (p. 18). Viscosity in this sense means that the physical characteristics of a substance
explain its movements (viscosity is “neither perfectly fluid nor solid” (p. 18). This malleability
allows for mixing in some contexts and exclusion in others. In terms of whiteness, Saldahna
(2006) claims that when white bodies interact, they “collectively become sticky, capable of
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capturing more bodies like them” (p. 18). In public spaces (such as farmers markets), it is this
stickiness of white bodies that codes them as white and normative.
Neoliberalism Theory
Neoliberalism is most widely understood as the idea behind free trade and open market
economics (Alkon & Guthman, 2017). In the U.S., it represents a break from the Keynesian
approach to economics (government intervention through public policies that aim to achieve full
employment and price stability) in the 1930s through the 1970s. Overall, the aim of a Keynesian
approach is to prevent recession in the economy through aggregate demand (overall demand for
all goods and services in an entire economy) and a system of fixed exchange (Harvey, 2005;
Peck 2010). Conversely, the goal of neoliberalism is a focus on increased efficiency and austerity
through open markets and free trade (Shah, 2010; Alkon & Mares, 2012). Proponents of
neoliberalism advocate for a laissez-faire style of government where consumer choice and ideals
such as individualism, efficiency and self-help are privileged over collective social welfare (Del
Casino & Jocoy, 2008; Stephenson, 2003). Through this framework, they suggest that “open,
competitive, and unregulated markets, liberated from all forms of state interference, represent the
optimal mechanism for economic development” (Brenner & Theodore, 2002, p. 2).
Some of the main tenets of neoliberalism include deregulation (the removal of laws
restricting the ways that businesses can function, such as environmental and occupational health
and safety requirements), trade liberalization (the removal of protectionist tariffs designed to
support domestic businesses), and the privatization of state enterprises and public services
(Harvey, 2005; Peck & Tickell, 2002; Alkon & Guthman, 2017; Alkon & Mares, 2012). Overall,
the aim of a neoliberal approach is to promote economic profitability, with the ultimate belief
that having “faith in individuals and on-the-ground nongovernmental institutions to make the
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most prudent decisions will ultimately optimize well-being among the broader population”
(Broad, 2016, p. 21).
In the context of this dissertation, the mid-level theories of whiteness and neoliberalism
present important insights toward the theorization of farmers market and issues of food access.
As described above, past research has shown that the potential of the GFM is hampered by its
complicity with the concepts of whiteness and neoliberalism. To provide context, in the section
below I highlight literature that examines the concepts of whiteness and neoliberalism in relation
to the GFM, highlighting areas of agreement and contestation along the way. First, I situate the
primary concerns at the root of the GFM’s emergence as well as tracing the Movement’s early
roots in California.
Literature Review
Emergence of the “Good Food” Movement
The phrase “good food” is an umbrella term that encompasses a wide range of
interrelated ideals and philosophies centered on advocating for alternatives to the corporate
agribusiness domination of the global food system (Burdick, 2014). As a “movement,” the term
is slightly misleading, as it does not function as one single unified movement, per se. Rather, it
can best be characterized as an amalgam of several intersecting movements that comprise a
meta-movement for “good food.” Included in this broader classification are a number of diverse
initiatives, such as: the alternative food movement (providing alternatives to the conventional
agrifood system), the local food movement (connecting food producers and consumers in the
same geographic region to create more self-sustainable food networks), the slow food movement
(promoting a holistic relationship between consumer and environment), the food justice
movement (ensuring that the benefits and risks of where, what, and how food is grown and
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produced, transported, and distributed, and accessed and eaten are shared fairly), and the organic
food movement (promoting of organic farming and other organic products) (Gottlieb & Joshi,
2010; Grauerholz & Owens, 2015; Slow Food USA, 2017; Paull, 2014). In recent years,
discourses surrounding the GFM have transformed the national conversation on food (Pollan,
2010).
This series of movements initially emerged as a response to the rise of the industrialized
U.S. food system. The system, which has become increasingly commercialized, standardized and
impersonal since its inception around the mid-1950s, marks a shift in food production practices
from small scale, family owned operations to large, corporatized farm factories driven by
capitalist, neoliberal values (Grauerholz & Owens, 2015). This transformation has affected all
aspects of food production, distribution and consumption. As a result, the system has generated a
number of unintended economic, environmental and public health risks and concerns to which
the GFM was formed as a response.
Early California Roots
Geographically, much of the early GFM philosophies were developed out of various
sectors in California. One of the major epicenters for many of the back-to-the-land and counterculture activism movements of the late 1960s and early 1970s, California served as one of the
first regions to posit alternative solutions to the industrialized food system through exposing its
multivariate public health, environmental and moral risks (Guthman, 2008). Tropes of nature and
health always served as a central component to the California ideology, with early food-related
activist projects such as People’s Park in Berkeley and the Diggers, an anarchist community
action group based in San Francisco’s Haight-Ashbury district setting the landscape for various
alternative food projects in the decades to follow (Alkon, 2012). These early movements were
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rooted in a collective self-sufficiency and saw the act of growing food as a form of resistance by
linking environmentalism to the non-hierarchical, decentralized organizational forms favored by
the oppositional politics of the New Left activists and the counterculture (Alkon, 2012;
Guthman, 2003). In many ways, these movements set the stage for future contemporary organic
farmers by replacing chemical fertilizers and pesticides with more natural methods such as
composting, mulching and other techniques which would become standards of organic
production (Alkon, 2012).
As visions of the movement grew in the decades to follow, organic food would become
synonymous with the beliefs and value systems of alternative food advocates, and the influence
of these early California-based movements on organic farming were central to the development
and growth of the sector as a whole. In fact, the region birthed several major institutions and key
figures. For instance, the first university-based agricultural extension research program that
focused solely on organic farming was launched at the University of California at Santa Cruz in
1967 (Guthman, 2003). This program was crucial to the rise in organic farming in subsequent
years, as numerous farmers were certified under this program. In addition, the first national
organic certification, California Certified Organic Farmers (CCOF), was established in the
region six years later in 1973. Other contributions, such as the EcoFarm Conference, a major
event for the organic farming industry held its inaugural conference in 1979 in Asilomar,
California. Further north in the Capay Valley, a rural suburb of the Sacramento Valley, local
farmers launched one of the first organic community-supported agriculture subscription services,
which would become a vital component in many contemporary food movements (Guthman,
2008).

32

Up until the late-1970s, most organic farming in California maintained the ethos of its
early counter-culture and back-to-the-land movement predecessors by renouncing industrialized
food and posing alternatives as a form of resistive agency. However, as the industry gained
popularity and became more mainstream post-1970s, it brought with it a form of food production
that in many ways belied the counter-culture, back-to-the-land lifestyle that served so central to
its critique (Guthman, 2003). Vital to this new form of food production was the ability of
agribusiness to connect early counter-cultural connotations with a new class of eaters – ones who
were far enough removed from the lifestyle and could afford its premium price point (Guthman,
2003). Particularly in the California Bay Area, the rise in organic food consumption coincided
with the growing success of the electronics and finance industries in Silicon Valley and San
Francisco during the 1980s (Walker, 1990). For many Bay Area residents at the time, the
consumption of organic food would take on an additional meaning –a way to signify one’s social
position, namely race and class. Many scholars suggest that the early success of the organic food
industry benefitted tremendously from the shifting social currency of eating organics as a form of
counter-cuisine to “yuppie chow” among those privileged enough to consume it (Belasco, 1989).
In the decade to follow, the Bay Area became a haven for this new class of eater, with
several high-end restaurants and eateries emerging throughout the 1980s, mixing what Guthman
(2003) describes as “1960s counter culture” with “the nouveau rich of the 1980s” (p. 48). During
this time, many cultural symbols helped usher in this form of eating to the mainstream. From
celebrity chef Alice Waters and her restaurant Chez Panisse to the increased demand in organic
salad “mesclun” mix, the Bay Area movement would catapult the organic lifestyle to national
consciousness, in the process drawing increased attention to consumers about the importance of
how their food is grown and prepared. Piggybacking on this growing trend, more recently several
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alternative food institutions have emerged aimed at promoting elements of this intersecting
philosophy. These initiatives include, among others: local farmers markets, farmer and
landowner co-operatives, community supported agriculture programs (CSAs), produce delivery
services and “food hubs,” in addition to various “locavore” campaigns aimed at supporting local
foodways (e.g. “Buy Local,” “Know your Farmer, Know your Food”) (McCaffrey & Kurland,
2015).
However, despite these numerous developments that have resulted from the GFM’s
emergence, much of its success has been hampered by a lack of unified voice, often serving as a
site for disagreement by scholars and activists that argue its rhetoric promises more than it
delivers. These critiques are wide-ranging, and include: issues of accessibility and privilege,
overreliance on market-based solutions, lack of cultural inclusivity and problematic attachments
to racial/social politics (Burdick, 2014). In fact, many critics suggest that the GFM reinforces
much of the same ideology that it aims to resist (Allen & Guthman, 2006; Holt-Giménez &
Shattuck, 2011; Guthman, 2011; Alkon & Guthman, 2017).
This next section highlights two central critiques of the GFM among critical food
scholars–the Movement’s problematic attachment to the reproduction of discourses of
“whiteness” and its complex relationship with the concept of neoliberalism.
Whiteness within GFM Discourse
Since the investigation of alternative food discourse began in academia around two
decades ago, most of the research dedicated to its study has echoed the perspectives of its
leaders. Numerous scholars and popular writers have extensively praised the politically
transformative potential of alternative foods and of sustained relationships between producer and
consumer (Alkon, 2008). In addition to their posing a legitimate alternative to the modern food
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system, it has been argued that these linkages carry larger sociological benefits, specifically
regarding ethical and moral responsibility (Allen, Fitzsimmons, Goodman & Warner, 2003;
Allen, 2004). However, despite the purported benefits, several recent scholarly critiques have
been levied against the movement(s), primarily in relation to perceptions of exclusivity and lack
of wide scale impact. In fact, many scholars argue that these campaigns not only fail to reflect
ideals of participatory democracy, but reinforce many of the same hegemonic appropriations that
are present within the conventional food system and in mainstream society more generally (Allen
& Guthman, 2006; Guthman, 2008; Holt-Giménez & Wang, 2011; Alkon & Guthman, 2017).
Along these lines, one area of critical food scholarship suggests that the ability of the GFM to
create political transformation is hampered by its complicity with whiteness (Alkon, 2008). Past
research has highlighted the multifarious ways that whiteness gets reproduced within GFM
discourses. There has been a considerable amount of scholarship dedicated to this topic alone.
For example, one way that whiteness gets reinforced through GFM discourses is through
appeals to anti-racism and equality. Because the overarching sentiment within the GFM is
predicated on the promotion of community and democratic values, discourses of whiteness and
racial injustice often remain uninterrogated and go unchecked, thus becoming more powerful
through their invisibility. For example, in her seminal fieldwork examining a community food
coalition in Central New York, Slocum (2006) found that many of the white staff members were
against anti-racist trainings, and suggested that the high numbers of white people in positions of
power was due to lack of diversity in the community, rather than an inherent privilege of
whiteness. Along these lines, she also found that many white staff were uncomfortable engaging
subjects of race, suggesting that their understanding of racism was perceived in “personal rather
than relational terms” and thus, “were able to avoid action because they think the struggle is not
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theirs” (Slocum, 2006, p. 337). Thus, despite however well-intentioned, discourses of whiteness
remain prevalent, which research has shown to be a common thread among GFM movement
leadership.
Another way that whiteness gets reproduced within GFM discourse is through idealistic
portrayals of nature. Often praised for its ability to offer quality, nutritious food to all members
in a community, regardless of gender, class or socio-cultural background, GFM spaces are often
depicted as “food utopias” within movement discourse–a place where the ethical and social
issues of everyday culture are kept out as all people come together under the theme of “good
food” (Stock, Carolan & Rosin, 2015). However, by adopting this romanticized view of
agriculture and the food production process, critics suggest that GFM projects work to re-write
the narrative of the country’s agricultural past, which has been predicated historically upon,
among other things, disparities in access, poor/unfair working conditions and gendered/racial
discrimination (Norgaard, Reed & Van Horn, 2011). This revisionist discourse allows for the
harsh conditions of the past to be re-appropriated and transformed into commodities (e.g. local
food) which allows them to become more palatable and accepted within the mainstream.
In their work on whiteness and farmers markets, Alkon and McCullen (2010) describe
this phenomenon as the “white farm imaginary.” Specifically pertaining to race, they argue that
GFM discourses work to “romanticize and universalize an agrarian narrative specific to whites
while masking the contributions and struggles of people of color in food production” (Alkon &
McCullen, 2010, p. 945). They state:
The white farm imaginary holds the small-scale, yeoman farmer as an American
agricultural icon. Only whites, however, were historically able to farm in this
way. This imaginary ignores the justification of Native American displacement by
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white homesteaders, the enslavement of African-Americans, the masses of
underpaid Asian immigrants who worked California’s first factory farms, and the
mostly Mexican farm laborers who harvest the majority of food grown in the
USA today (Allen 2004; Guthman 2008b). Therefore, it is quite possible that the
romantic notions of yeoman farmers and rural culture do not resonate with many
people of color whose collective history recalls the racism and classism of
America’s agricultural past and present (Alkon & McCullen, 2010, p. 945).
Another way that whiteness gets discursively constructed within the GFM is through
geographic location. For example, Guthman (2008) argues that when it comes to zoning
practices, farmers markets and CSAs tend to locate or distribute to areas of relative wealth. As a
result, alternative food networks typically cater to relatively well-off consumers, in part because
organic food has been positioned as a niche product, and in part because many “good food”
spaces have been designed and located to secure market opportunities and decent prices for
farmers (Guthman, 2008). As the GFM has garnered more mainstream attention in recent years,
many critics argue that the original vision of the movement has been transformed altogether. As
noted by Guthman (2003), the social currency of “good food” (e.g. organic, local food) has
shifted from a form of counter-culture cuisine in the 1970s to a form of “yuppie chow” among
those privileged enough to consume it. In terms of democratic values and equal access, she
suggests that these exclusionary discourses function as a barrier towards the participation of lowincome communities and communities of color within alternative food networks and can
constrain the ability of those networks to meaningfully address inequality (Guthman, 2003).
Additionally, GFM discourses reproduce whiteness through ties to ethical consumption.
Similar to how reproductions of neoliberalism get constructed, Guthman (2003) argues that there
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is a moralization discourse associated with alternative food, where those who eat it are implied as
good, ethical consumers, and those who do not as bad, immoral people. Ethical eaters are seen as
reflexive consumers that “pay attention to how food is made, and that knowledge shapes his or
her ‘taste’ toward healthier food” Guthman, 2003, p. 46). In the case of the GFM, the “good”
subject is the individual who can afford to buy the required food, has the knowledge and literacy
to make good decisions, and whose cultural background is in alignment with the foods that are
being offered. Many critics of the movement, they suggest that these interpretations of healthy
eating reflect white, middle class values. For example, critical food studies professor Charlotte
Biltekoff suggests:
Having eating habits that align with prevailing dietary ideals is an unexamined
social privilege that is much like, and also very much related to, thinness and
whiteness. Being a good eater may seem like a natural expression of virtue and
responsibility but it is also a result of social processes that have been obscured.
Likewise, ‘‘bad’’ eating habits, often perceived as the result of ignorance,
irresponsibility, or indifference, are also produced through social processes that
have been obscured (Hayes-Conroy, Hite, Klein, Biltekoff & Kimura, 2014, p.
64).
Additionally, whiteness within GFM discourses can also be viewed as something that
emerges socio-spatially. For instance, Slocum (2007) suggests that “while the ideals of healthy
food, people and land are not intrinsically white, the objectives, tendencies, strategies, the
emphases and absences and the things overlooked in community food make them so” (p. 7).
Examples such as “how food is produced, packaged, promoted and sold within these institutions
engages with a white middle class consumer base that tends to be interested in personal health
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and environmental integrity” (Slocum, 2007, p. 7). Furthermore, she asserts that whiteness is
reflected corporeally in alternative food, in that “White, wealthier bodies tend to be the ones in
Whole Foods, at co-ops… the people attending CFSC [Community Food Security Coalition]
conferences… and the leaders of community food nonprofits” (Slocum, 2007, p. 7). This wide
expanse of exclusionary discourses, many scholars suggest, may discourage certain communities
of color from participating in movement initiatives.
Neoliberal Philosophy in GFM Discourse
As a vehicle for social change, GFM advocates suggest that the creation of local
alternatives posit many benefits. For example, the implementation of alternative food spaces
such as farmers markets and CSAs provide entrepreneurial opportunities for startup non-profit
organizations and community groups. In terms of economic impact, research has indicated that
food (typically fruits and vegetables) produced and consumed locally creates more economic
activity in an area than does a comparable food produced and imported from a non-local source.
Other social benefits include providing low-cost produce to local residents. Particularly within
low-income and marginalized communities, many GFM projects “pick up the slack” where the
food system has left off, both by providing food where markets have failed, and of the built
environment itself, where many of these spaces arise on vacant lots and other urban fallow
(McClintock, 2014). Additionally, other initiatives, such as nutrition education projects and
school learning gardens function as a grassroots strategy to mobilize citizens through educational
empowerment. From a consumer perspective, marketing initiatives such as third-party
verification labels (e.g. Fair Trade, Non-GMO Verified) allow for the purchase of ethically
responsible products that claim to shun many of the unsavory production practices in the
industrialized agri-food system (Cairns, Johnston & Mackendrick, 2013).
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Yet, for the many skeptics of the GFM and its goals, these efforts aim to promise more
than they deliver, and present a paradox of sort. For example, on one hand, they praise the
movement’s potential contributions to “public health, environmental sustainability, green jobs,
education, and community-building” (McClintock, 2014, p. 1). On the other hand, they offer an
assortment of critiques through demonstrating how, despite their often progressive and radical
agendas, they “are neoliberal in their outcomes, or reformist at best, in that they continue to work
within the capitalist logic of the food system” (McClintock, 2014, p. 1). Relevant literature
suggests that GFM projects contribute to the reproduction of neoliberal logics in many
problematic ways (Guthman, 2008; 2011; Alkon & McCullen, 2010).
One way that neoliberal ideals get reproduced within GFM discourse is through an
emphasis on consumer choice. Overall, the entire movement’s premise on persuading consumers
to “vote with their fork” for the kind of food system that they want is working within a neoliberal
worldview (Alkon & Guthman, 2017). As Guthman (2008) notes, even projects that advocate for
the greater role of government in regulating food (e.g. Nestle, 2003), do so through the
framework of getting consumers to make the “right” choices. Similarly, initiatives that promote
ethical consumerism (e.g. Fair Trade, Rainforest Alliance Certified), while lauded for their
ability to reinforce democratic values and shift agency back to the consumer, still promote social
responsibility through capitalist ideals of consumption (Guthman, 2008; Barnett, 2005).
Moreover, by constructing solutions via individual consumer choice, GFM discourses promote
moral responsibility through consumption practices.
This critique falls in line with Bell and Valentine’s (1997) concept of “ethical eating,”
which suggests that individual consumption practices are driven by a “conscious reflexivity, such
that people monitor, reflect upon and adapt their personal conduct in light on its perceived
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consequences” (Guthman, 2003, p. 46). In this case, the “ethical eater” is someone who cares
about their individual health and what they put in their body. Conversely, the “bad eater” is fat
and lazy and does not care about the health of themselves or others. Moreover, this exclusive
focus on individual subjects contributes to the reinforcement of health disparities, a term defined
by the Center for Disease Control (2008) as “preventable differences in the burden of disease,
injury, violence, or opportunities to achieve optimal health that are experienced by socially
disadvantaged populations,” by not addressing larger associated systemic factors. As Neff,
Palmer, McKenzie and Lawrence (2009) note, “Health disparities go deeper than individual
choice, nutrition, or price. They reach outwards to community factors like access and deeper to
broad social, economic, and political forces that impact food supply, nutrient quality, and
affordability” (p. 283).
Another way that GFM discourses reproduce neoliberalism is through an emphasis on
citizen empowerment and improvement. As discussed earlier, GFM advocates encourage social
change through placing a heavy emphasis on educating people about the origin of their food and
supporting the development of localized food systems (Allen, Fitzsimmons, Goodman &
Warner, 2003). For critics of the movement, these philosophies reproduce neoliberal ideals by
functioning as a system of social surveillance and regulation as well as shifting the accountability
of food system-related issues from the state to the individual (Slocum, 2006; Mares & Alkon,
2011). For example, under the guise of self-empowerment, many farm-to-school nutrition
initiatives are implemented with the goal of allowing children to “make right choices, to improve
standardized test scores, and to conform to normative body sizes” (Guthman, 2006, p. 1177).
Comparably, many emerging garden education projects (e.g. community centers, schools,
marginalized populations) are regarded “as mechanisms to produce ‘empowered,’ subjects and
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encourage ‘citizenship’ more broadly, irrespective of the actual production of food” (Guthman,
2006, p. 1177). Paralleling these assertions, Pudup (2008) argues similarly that many community
gardening projects function as spaces of neoliberal governance in that they are “spaces in which
gardening puts individuals in charge of their own adjustment to economic restructuring and
social dislocation through self-help technologies centered on personal contact with nature” (p.
1228).This is not to say that pushes for individual and community empowerment posit solely
negative outcomes, as there exist numerous benefits. However, as Alkon and Guthman (2017)
note, this overreliance on personal agency to generate social change reinforces the idea “that
individuals and community groups are responsible for addressing problems that were not of their
own making” (p. 15). Furthermore, by promoting discourses of self-empowerment and selfknowledge, many “good food” initiatives reinforce perspectives that view the role of health care
as the responsibility of the individual (Guthman, 2014).
Additionally, another way that neoliberalism gets reproduced within movement discourse
is through an increased reliance on the private sector to address social problems. Rooted in the
idea that the free-market is the best way to propagate social change and ensure business
profitability, food activists turn to privatization as a strategy to solve food system-related issues.
Similar to business models in prisons and education, this shift towards private industry relies
heavily on the use of public-private partnerships for development and the creation of
infrastructure, creating opportunities for investment from outside corporate-driven interests and
philanthropists (Alkon & Mares, 2012). This approach, however, presents a paradox of sorts: on
the one hand, privatization is beneficial for movement objectives from a funding perspective; on
the other hand, these partnerships often allow for the co-optation of project messaging and the
redirection of power, limiting the movement’s overall reach and scope as a radical framework.
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Furthermore, the shift towards privatization simultaneously works to take accountability
away from the government’s role in addressing food system issues and places it within the
confines of the community. Indeed, recent decades have witnessed an increased number of
community groups which have emerged in an attempt to fill in gaps abandoned by the neoliberal
state (Guthman & DuPuis, 2005). However, by solely engaging in efforts grounded outside of
the public sector and failing to address larger structural concerns, many GFM initiatives stifle
their own power to address widespread inequality. Particularly in low-income and marginalized
communities, alternative food spaces often accept responsibility for providing services and
bridging the gap for lack of government support, which helps to justify the disbanding of
government welfare programs (Holt-Giménez & Shattuck, 2011).
This increased reliance on the private sector aligns with what Peck and Tickell (2002)
describe as “roll-out” neoliberalism. They describe neoliberalism as consisting of two phases:
“roll-back” and “roll-out.” The “roll-back” phase falls closely in alignment with the traditional
ideals of neoliberal governance and includes provisions such as the “rolling back” of
bureaucratic control, government centralization and other social safety nets and regulations
(Peck, 2010). The “roll-out” phase, on the other hand, calls on market-based solutions from
various outside actors to fill in accountabilities left by the government. As Peck (2010) notes,
this phase:
is typically associated with an explosion of ‘market conforming’ regulatory incursions–from
the selective empowerment of community organizations and NGOs as (flexible, low-cost,
non-state) service providers, through management by audit and developed governance to the
embrace of public-private partnerships–in the form of an on-the-hoof rediscovery and
reinvention of an Ordoliberal ethic (Peck, 2010, p. 23).
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Through this combined effort to “roll back” government programs through deregulation
and “roll-out” a number of non-profit organizations, NGOs and other third-sector actors
(organizations that are neither public nor private sector, such as volunteer and community
groups), the push towards privatization in many aspects effectively shifts social responsibility to
the level of the community. Although, these strategies tend to not be effective as governmentmandated entitlement programs, as they generally receive less funding and are burdened by an
overreliance on charity and volunteer organizations (Brown & Getz, 2008). Furthermore, by
“rolling back” functions of the state, many regulatory mandates and standards which assist in
addressing food system problems and worker rights often go unenforced (Besky & Brown,
2015). Subsequently, through the “rolling out” of various outside actors and initiatives, these
practices become enforced through privatization by third-party verification programs such as
Fair Trade, which ultimately puts control of which issues will be mandated in the hands of
consumers by “voting with their fork” (McCaffrey & Kurland, 2015).
Lastly, in addition to consumer choice, citizen empowerment and privatization, another
way that neoliberalism gets constructed within the GFM is through its emphasis on localism.
Indeed, one of the key tenets of the GFM is its focus on the purchase and consumption of local,
organic food. However, while food activists trumpet “the local as a coherent site of resistance to
a placeless global,” the term itself remains protean and ambiguous, as there is not a clear
definition among movement leaders as to what it constitutes (Guthman, 2006, p. 1177).
Nonetheless, critics have suggested that the GFM’s focus on localism reproduces neoliberalism
in two primary ways.
The first way is by equating “local” with small scale. For example, popular local food
campaigns such as “Buy Local” and “Shop Small” encourage consumers to “support
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independent, often idiosyncratic producers rooted in their home communities,” with the ultimate
belief that “when consumers patronize small, independent firms rather than large corporations,
citizens gain broad community benefits” (McCaffrey & Kurland, 2015, p. 1). This association
between local and small scale is mirrored across the literature, as scholarly calls for localism,
“under the banner of food democracy and civic agriculture, build on the work of activists
involved in food policy councils that evolved to take a ‘food systems’ approach but still turn
their sights inward” (Guthman, 2006, p. 1177). In the context of food justice, this continued
assertion to locate solutions of food system problems within the realm of the community reflects
neoliberal ideals in that it shifts attention away from the root causes. The second way is by
equating “local” with altruism and goodwill (Barnett, 2005; Dupuis & Goodman, 2005). Indeed,
research suggests that many calls for “local” engagements from GFM initiatives are grounded in
a romanticization rhetoric that promotes participatory discourses such as “putting your hands in
the soil” and “getting your hands dirty,” which was a common theme with many of the back-tothe-land movements of the 1960s and 70s (the initiatives encouraged individuals to take up small
plots of land and grow food on a small-scale basis) (Guthman, 2008). For food activists, the
process of giving back and caring for the land is recognized as an emancipatory form of
empowerment (Allen, 2004). However, in similar fashion to the rhetorics of consumer choice, by
deducing “local” to a moral exercise of “caring for the land” and “tilling the soil,” neoliberal
logics become reinforced in that they place solutions to food system problems in the hands of the
individual (Hinrichs, 2003; Guthman, 2008).
Together, the critiques of neoliberalism, whiteness and food justice limit the GFM’s
potential as a transformative vehicle for change. However, as illustrated throughout this review
of literature, these critiques do not exist in isolation, as they overlap in various ways. Recently, a
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number of food-related activist projects have emerged aimed at drawing attention to these oftoverlooked concerns. In the context of food justice, several People of Color-led initiatives have
emerged aimed at providing improved food access and sustainability through a race-based
approach to agriculture. Examples such as the Nation of Islam-led Muhammad Farms in South
Georgia, Community Services Unlimited Inc. in South Los Angeles, California, Mandela
Marketplace in Oakland, California and Growing Power in Milwaukee, Wisconsin have infused
new directions into this fruitful area of research (Broad, 2016; Alkon & Agyeman, 2011;
Figueroa & Alkon, 2017; McCutcheon, 2013). Regarding neoliberalism, there are a number
projects that have emerged to address neoliberal complexities within GFM discourse across a
wide-range of topics, including California pesticide drift activism (Harrison, 2011; 2017),
Canadian genetically modified wheat production (Eaton, 2013) and others. In this dissertation, I
use this previous work as an entry point to study food access within the unique social, cultural,
economic, political, structural and historical contexts of Memphis.
Conclusion
This chapter provided an overview of the major theoretical underpinnings that guide this
project. Macro-level theories featured CDA, nexus analysis and prandial practices. Mid-level
theories featured whiteness and neoliberalism. In addition, this chapter contained an in-depth
survey into scholarly work on the GFM, focusing on its emergence, historical background and
complexities with constructs of neoliberalism and whiteness.
In this dissertation, I employ nexus analysis to the study of food access at the community
level in Memphis. By tracing the historical bodies of individual social actors, the interaction
order by which relationships in social interactions are formed and the discourses in place which
mediate social action, much can be discovered. When it comes to food and the people and
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institutions that provide it, there is an inherent tension between the past, present and everyday
life (Reese, 2019). Recognizing neighborhood food environments as the nexus of the three
components–past, present and everyday life–requires a construction of food access that moves
beyond individual consumption practices to include large-scale discourses which critically
engage with historical contexts (Reese, 2019). In the empirical chapters that follow, I use nexus
analysis to make these processes visible with the purpose of changing the “nexus of practice.” In
the next chapter I introduce the methodological considerations that guide this project.
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CHAPTER 3
METHOD
Nexus analysis explores the dynamic relationships between text and action (Scollon,
2001). By shifting focus from language and text to tangible actions performed by social actors,
this approach allows researchers to trace how actions at the micro level can connect to largerscale social factors. (Scollon & Scollon, 2007). This dissertation is centered around two central
research problems: at the macro level, I investigate power, privilege and access in the context of
food systems, and how those systems work to marginalize low-income communities and
communities of color and contribute to diet-related health disparities; and at the meso and micro
levels, I investigate the construction of race, space and inequality in Memphis, using food and
dietary disparities as an entry point. In this chapter I justify my selection of nexus analysis as a
research method by outlining its relevance to the research questions in addition to outlining its
strengths and weaknesses as an analytical tool. My research design, including my methodology,
procedures, analysis and ethical concerns are the primary components of this chapter.
Methodological Approach
The methodological approach of this study is grounded in the tenets of nexus analysis. As
noted in the previous chapter, nexus analysis is multi-disciplinary in nature, drawing on several
linguistic and anthropological fields. Fundamentally, nexus analysis is the methodological
framework of mediated discourse analysis (MDA) (Scollon & Scollon, 2004). According to
Scollon and Scollon (2004), the primary purpose of MDA is to “clarify the many complex
relationships between discourse and social action” (p. 1). Within MDA, all actions are
understood to be mediated by cultural tools (i.e. mediational means). The concept of
“mediational means” was first brought forth by psychologist James Wertsch in his seminal book
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Voices of the Mind: Sociocultural Approach to Mediated Action (1991). In the book, Wertsch
(1991) suggests how cultural tools–in particular, language–emerge out of a complex web of
cultural, historical and institutional contexts and shape both individual and social processes.
Werstch (1991) describes the intersection between the individual social actor and the cultural
tools used for performing an action:
The most central claim I wish to pursue is that human action typically employees
‘mediational means’ such as tools and language, and that these mediational means
shape the action in essential ways. According to this view, it is possible as well as
useful, to make an analytic distinction between action and mediational means, but
the relationship between action and mediational means is so fundamental that it is
more appropriate, when referring to the agent involved, to speak of “individual(s)acting-with-mediational-means” than to speak simply of “individual(s)”. Thus, the
answer to the question of who is carrying out the action will invariably identify
the individual(s) in the concrete situation and the mediational means employed. (p
12)
Building on Wertsch’s (1991) primary focus on “tools and language,” Scollon and
Scollon (2004) expand the concept of mediational means as an entry point to investigate social
actions in a wide variety of contexts (Lane 2010). In Nexus Analysis and the Emerging Internet,
Scollon and Scollon (2004) present both the methodological strategy and theoretical framework
for nexus analysis, largely influenced by their early work on computer mediated communication
in Alaska in the late 1970s and early 1980s. A primary function of nexus analysis is its utility in
allowing researchers to include both micro and macro perspectives without creating an either-or
dichotomy–a recurring challenge in most social science-based research.
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Although Scollon and Scollon (2004) have primarily applied this framework in the
context of their work on computer mediated communication, recently other scholars have
extended the principles of nexus analysis to incorporate a wide range of interrelated concepts and
phenomena. Across the literature, this method has mostly been employed in the study of
language formation. For instance, Lane (2009; 2010) has used nexus analysis to analyze identity
construction and intergenerational language shift through visual and linguistic means in Canada
and Norway. Rosén and Wedin (2018) and Rosén (2017) have used this framework to analyze
discourses in the context of education and physical classroom settings. Other applications of
nexus analysis include information and communication technology (ICT) design (Molin-Juustila,
Kinnula, Iivari, Kuure & Halkola, 2015; Luoma, Kinnula, Halkova & Riekki, 2016), policy
reform (Aarnikoivu, Korhonen, Habti, & Hoffman, 2019) and tourism (Jocuns, 2018).
For this dissertation, the tools of nexus analysis served as a useful tool to answer my
research questions and inform my analysis in several ways. In this project, I critically examined
the intersecting elements of culture, power and inequality, meaning construction, agency and
voice as they manifested across the discourse at two disparate farmers market locations in
Memphis, Tennessee. Through the lens of social justice, a nexus analysis engagement allowed
me to better measure and understand these elements as they occurred throughout the sample of
empirical data.
Until recently, critical approaches within ethnographic research were uncommon among
investigators in the field because they were seen as interfering with the objective distance
between researcher and phenomena, a characteristic that has marked traditional work in the field
(Reeves, Kuper & Hodges, 2008; Madison, 2005). To date, most ethnographic studies have
employed traditional inductive methodologies with the sole purpose to observe and describe
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(Denzin & Lincoln, 2002). However, as ethnographic research has evolved and expanded into
other sub-fields, researchers have begun to draw attention to the role of the ethnographer as not
just a passive observer, but as an active influencer and impactor of the data collected
(Carspecken, 2013; Thomas, 1993). In alignment with this critically reflexive turn, I employed a
similar engagement with this dissertation project through adopting elements of nexus analysis
(e.g. CDA).
Nexus analysis suggests that discourses and individual social actors have a history that
cannot be analyzed in isolation without context (Scollon & Scollon, 2009). This focus on larger,
historical and ideological processes made this approach ideally suited for analyzing my collected
research data. Particularly in the context of food access and inequality in Memphis, such
phenomena do not exist in isolation and are deeply embedded within rich cultural and social
histories. By understanding discourse as a form of social practice (i.e. socially constitutive as
well as socially shaped, in that it constitutes situations, objects of knowledge, and the social
identities of and relationships between people and groups of people), nexus analysis served as an
effective framework for me to address underlying causes of food access and health inequality
issues in Memphis and offer more effective and relevant solutions (Scollon, 2007; van Dijk,
2009; Fairclough, 1992). Further, the activist element of nexus analysis added a level of
uniqueness to this project, as this approach positioned me as an active participant and
representative voice in the phenomena that I am studying.
Procedures
Research Site
South Memphis Farmers Market. The South Memphis Farmers Market (SMFM) is
located in the neighborhood of South Memphis, one of the oldest districts in Memphis, TN. The
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market is a community-based, resident-led farmers market that upholds a place-based mission to
provide “access to healthy and affordable foods in the South Memphis community” and “create
an atmosphere that contributes to the success of local growers and producers” (LambertPennington & Hicks, 2016; South Memphis Farmers Market, 2013). The SMFM is the smallest
farmers market in Memphis, both in terms of physical size and number of vendors (the lot hosts
between 6 to 8 vendors per market). The market caters to a predominately African-American (97
percent) and low-income (59 percent have a monthly income of less than $1,200) customer base
(Lambert-Pennington & Hicks, 2016). The market’s patrons can also be characterized as older
(average age 51, range 20–78), female (63 percent), and residents of the community (73 percent)
(Hicks & Lambert-Pennington, 2014). The SMFM operates seasonally and is open every
Thursday from 9 AM to 3 PM between May and October.
Memphis Farmers Market. The Memphis Farmers Market (MFM) is located in
Memphis’s South Main District. The market is a weekly, non-profit outdoor market featuring
local farmers and artisans, that upholds a mission to “Improve public health nutrition options by
providing a vehicle to educate the community on nutrition and good health” and “Generate a
sense of local pride while furthering the economic development of our community” (Memphis
Farmers Market, 2017). The MFM is one of the largest farmers markets in Memphis in terms of
physical size, number of vendors and number of patrons (Lambert-Pennington & Hicks, 2016).
Most market patrons come from higher-income zip codes, with low attendance by residents from
poorer neighborhoods (Kasper, 2015). The market caters to a predominately white customer
base, with only 10 percent of patrons self-identifying as people of color, which is significant
considering the Memphis city and metro populations comprise predominately African-African
residents (63 percent) (Lambert-Pennington & Hicks, 2016; Kasper, 2015; US Census, 2017).
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The MFM operates seasonally and is open every Saturday from 8 AM to 1PM between April and
October.
Participant observation. Participant observations and field notes were recorded
continuously throughout the project (including during interviews) emphasizing a reflexive
approach (Madison, 2005). Representative data included individual hand-written field notes,
audio recorded voice memos and the audio transcription from the interviews. All voice
recordings were obtained using the iPhone “notes” app on a password-protected phone.
Participant observation took place during the market season at both locations: April 7-October 27
(Memphis Farmers Market) and May 10-October 25 (South Memphis Farmers Market). I
describe the procedures for the participant observations below.
Memphis Farmers Market. My participation included working the information table
(where patrons could purchase tokens and get general information about the market), the coffee
cart (where patrons could purchase hot and cold beverages) and the pet sitting tent (where
patrons could drop off their pet while they shop). I also helped set up and tear down the market
before and after hours. During this time, I observed interactions between patrons, market staff
and vendors. I looked specifically at the flow of traffic through the market, behaviors, the music
being played, any signage or displays and groups of people that gathered together. Emphasizing
a reflexive approach, I also reflected on my own interactions with patrons, market staff and
vendors.
South Memphis Farmers Market. My participation included working the information
table (where patrons could purchase tokens and get general information about the market) and
setting up and tearing down the market before and after hours. I was also involved in the biweekly SMFM committee meetings where I helped plan events and give suggestions relating to
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marketing strategies. During market hours, I observed interactions between patrons, market staff
and vendors. Similarly, I looked specifically at the flow of traffic through the market, behaviors,
the music being played, any signage or displays and groups of people that gathered together.
Emphasizing a reflexive approach, I also reflected on my own interactions with patrons, market
staff and vendors.
Field notes. I did not keep a particular schedule or format for field notes; writing
consisted of jotting down ideas or observations that I found insightful or noteworthy. Throughout
the course of data collection, I compiled a total of 15 hand-written pages.
Recruitment
Access to the subject population was gained using snowball sampling. Recruitment
outreach efforts were facilitated by the executive director at each market location in addition to
email and phone calls. A total of 30 participants took part in the study. Individuals were
considered eligible to take part in the study if they were over 18 years of age and participated at
either market as a patron. During recruitment, participants first signed up with me at my
recruitment table, where I contacted them at a later date to establish a time and location that
worked best for them to meet. Once a time and location were established, I met with participants
to conduct the interviews. Prior to each interview, I explained all the procedures and let each
participant know that their participation was voluntary and that they could choose to opt out at
any point during our conversation.
Once all procedures had been clarified, each participant signed the informed consent
form and were given a copy for their records. After each interview was completed, I rewarded
each participant $10 in market tokens as an incentive for participating in the study. At that point,
the participant’s involvement in the study was complete. All interviews took place both on-site
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during respective market hours in addition to off-site locations that were most convenient to the
participant. (Because of this, confidentiality could not be guaranteed as other individuals may
have been able to identify participants. Interviews did not take place in the participant’s home
because of safety and ethical issues.
Interviews averaged from 15-45 minutes in length and resulted in 142 single-spaced
pages of transcriptions. Recordings were stored and secured on a password-protected
smartphone. Audio data was destroyed 18 months after completion date.
Data Collection
In-depth interviews. My primary method of data collection was in-depth, semistructured interviews. The purpose of this method was to gain a general understanding of emic
views and perspectives at each market location. In social science research, to gain the emic
perspective on a culture means to view the world as a member of that culture views it (Creswell,
1998). Each research site encompassed its own individual culture and in-group characteristics;
thus gaining this perspective was imperative towards understanding intrinsic cultural distinctions
and locally constituted lived realities–and, more importantly to the context of this dissertation–
demonstrate how those characteristics trace back to larger scale discourses in Memphis and the
food system. The interview protocol consisted of an 11-question semi-structured guide. Each
interview began by focusing on interpretations of community at each respective site. The second
part of the interviews focused more specifically on uncovering lived experiences and habits and
practices. Finally, the interviews concluded by connecting individual perspectives and
consumption practices to larger-scale intersectional discourses within the food system. The entire
interview protocol is available in the appendix. I describe the procedures for the in-depth
interviews below.
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Confidentiality/Privacy
During data collection, every effort was made to keep private all research records that
identified participants. For example, the research team, which was comprised of two graduate
students from the University of Memphis, were the only ones to know the participants’
identifying information. I conducted outreach information (interviewing scheduling, explaining
interview protocol) was conducted via text message and phone call. All gathered information
was kept secure on a password-protected computer, and participants were identified by an
assigned number. Participant names were anonymized to protect their privacy. During
interviews, the research staff did their best to maintain privacy and confidentiality by securing
private spaces to conduct interviews. Interview recordings will be kept until they are transcribed
and destroyed 18 months after completion date (January 23, 2020). Transcriptions did not
include any of the participants’ identifying information.
Trustworthiness of Data (Rigor)
I implemented several techniques to assess the rigor of my work. Using elements from
Padgett’s (2012) six strategies for enhancing rigor and trustworthiness, my approach proceeded
as follows: Prolonged engagement. I was engaged in the field for about six months. By
employing ethnographic methods (e.g. participant observation, interviews), I fully immersed
myself in the network of the community, generating relationships with key informants and
stakeholders in the process. Triangulation. Data were collected from several sources, including
observations, field notes and in-depth interviews. Examination of data included thematic
assignment using a thematic analysis approach (Braun & Clarke, 2006). Audit Trail. I created
an audit trail to illustrate openness through documenting each step of my research process –
included in the audit trail were raw data as well as memos noting decisions made during data
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collection, coding and analysis. While the purpose in qualitative research is never exact
replication, the audit trail helped to enhance the project’s reproducibility for other researchers to
verify findings (Padgett, 2012; Schwandt & Halpern, 1988).
Ethical Considerations
Ethics approval was provided by University of Memphis Institutional Review Board on
July 23, 2018. Prior to participating in the study, all participants were debriefed on study
purpose, possible risks, benefits and procedures of the study. All participants were required to
sign a consent form. To ensure confidentiality, all interview recordings were kept until they were
transcribed; transcriptions did not include identifying information. Interview recordings and
transcriptions were kept on a password-protected phone and were identified by a participant
number.
Analysis and Writing Procedures
Writing procedures were guided by thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006). Thematic
analysis is a method for “identifying, analyzing, and reporting patterns (themes) within data”
(Braun & Clarke, 2006, p. 6). Themes are patterns across data sets that are important to the
description of a phenomenon and are associated to a specific research question (Daly, Kellehear
& Gilksman, 1997). This approach goes beyond counting phrases or words in a text and involves
identifying implicit and explicit concepts within the data (Guest, McQueen & Namey, 2011).
Thematic analysis involves a 6-phase coding process: Phase 1 – familiarization with data;
Phase 2 – generating initial codes; Phase 3 – searching for themes; Phase 4 – reviewing themes;
Phase 5 – defining and naming themes; Phase 6 – producing the report (see Table 1 for more
detail). Using this approach, I systematically analyzed data to uncover common relationships and
key thematic associations. A primary goal in my analysis was to draw links between
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consumption practices among consumers and how those practices create social linkages. Using
nexus analysis, I was interested in how social actions of market patrons at the micro-level
became interconnected with larger-scale discourses (e.g. food system, Memphis history). To help
inform this process, I employed Scollon and Scollon’s (2004) nexus analysis heuristic fieldguide.
As noted above, Scollon and Scollon (2004) recognize social action as occurring at the
intersection of the historical bodies (personal histories, habits) of the social actors who take the
action, the interaction order (social relationships) which they mutually produce among
themselves and the discourses in place which are available to mediate the action.
I examined my sample of empirical data through this triad. For example, the “historical
bodies” axiom allowed me to uncover how participants all came to be placed at a particular
moment (i.e. shopping at the market) to enable or carry out a specified action (the concern here
was not with an entire life history of each of the social actors involved in each social action, but
rather to understand how the action-practice and agency came into the historical body of each of
the participants). The “interaction order” axiom allowed me to understand how patrons organized
themselves for social interaction. Lastly, the “discourses in place” axiom allowed me to analyze
the intersection of historical bodies, the interaction order and most significant cycles of
discourse.
Conclusion
In this chapter, I justified my methodological framework by highlighting its utility in
answering the research questions as well as its strengths and weaknesses as an analytical tool.
More specifically, I introduced my methodology, procedures, analysis and ethical concerns. In
the next two chapters, I employ nexus analysis to analyze my collected data. Both chapters will
be presented chronologically as follows: first, I present a brief oral history of each market. Next,
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using the oral history as an entry point, I trace the historical bodies of the original market
founders in relation to the development of each neighborhood to map the origins of each market.
Finally, using Goffman’s (1959) interaction order, I analyze my empirical data to identify
hegemonic practices and taken-for-granted assumptions at each market to distinguish to what
extent the communicative and cultural practices at each market align, deviate or transform the
historical discourses of each neighborhood and market.
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CHAPTER 4
THE MEMPHIS FARMERS MARKET (MFM)
Live bands. Crafts for children. Free food samples. Raffle drawings. More apt to serve as
the scene at an arts festival, the Memphis Farmers Market (MFM) is a renowned treasure within
the city limits. Ranked in the top 10 of “Best Farmers Markets in America” in 2014 by the Daily
Meal, the market is a favorite attraction for both locals and tourists alike. Since its emergence in
2006, the downtown location has been recognized as one of the most organized and well-run in
the city (Sayle, 2011). Annually, the MFM offers several nutrition education programs and
cooking classes aimed at generating community engagement and involvement (Memphis
Farmers Market, 2017). The market’s website boasts its mission to “serve as a community
gathering place” and “generate a sense of local pride while furthering the economic development
of the community” (Memphis Farmers Market, 2017). A current snapshot of the market during
peak hours highlights the potentialities of what an engaged alternative food community can look
like.
As I began my fieldwork in the spring of 2018, I was driven to learn more about the
characteristics of this highly popular and well-regarded farmers market. Upon my initial entry
into the research site, I was struck by some immediate differences from other farmers markets in
Memphis–the vendors appeared more artisan; the patrons appeared more educated; the aura
appeared more exclusive. This impression was not just a personal hunch or inclination, but rather
was reflected in the sentiments of the various market patrons that I spoke with during my
fieldwork. Overall, the MFM held a reputation as a high-end market that catered to an affluent,
health-conscious consumer base, somewhat paradoxically considering the city’s high prevalence
of diet-related diseases and its infamous designation as the “fattest metro area in the country” in
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2016 (Royer, 2016). When describing the features of the market, patrons used adjectives such as
“ritzy,” “expensive,” “for rich people,” or as Autumn, a nursing student at a local university
noted, “I think that the attitude here is that it is more of a wealthier person type of thing.”
Based on my conversations, this characteristic was central to the appeal of the market and
recognized as a positive distinguishing feature from other markets in the city. To gain a deeper
understanding, I set out to learn more about the norms and values of the MFM community, the
ways in which they were established, and how they were reinforced. Incorporating a nexus
analytic approach was useful in that it provided a methodological and theoretical framework
featuring a historical dimension. As Lane (2010) notes, “Social actions do not happen in a
vacuum; they are influenced by the social actors at the site of engagement” (p. 71). Scollon and
Scollon (2004) note that it is often difficult to see “invisible” discourses in an event in the
present, rather they tend to be visible only by mapping discourse cycles around the arc of
circumference away from the event one is analyzing. While in theory, this line of reasoning can
prove to be a challenge because almost everything can circulate through any particular moment
of social action, the goal of the researcher is to “try to identify only the most significant elements
required for further analysis” (Scollon & Scollon, 2004).
Central to nexus analysis is navigating the nexus of practice. This framework can be
broken down into two main steps: 1) mapping and 2) circumferencing. Through mapping, I was
interested in gaining a broader understanding of the ways that times and places prior to the social
action I was interested in have brought their influence into the current situation and how this
social action either anticipated or presupposed outcomes (Scollon & Scollon, 2004). Overall, my
aim was to map out the various semiotic discourse cycles that were circulating through the
moment of the social action I was observing. The second step, circumferencing, involves
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examining each of the semiotic cycles to uncover what the circumference is–in other words
“what kind of a cycle is it, how long it takes to come around full cycle, with other cycles interact
with it, and how discourses, objects, and actions are transformed, sometimes irreversibly, as
these semiotic ecosystems evolve through time” Scollon and Scollon, 2004, p. 87). In addition to
these two main steps, I also conducted an ongoing discourse analysis, both at the micro level
(e.g. language use) and the macro level (e.g. discourse systems).
As a “nexus of practice,” the MFM comprised several micro-semiotic ecosystems
through which many personal, social, economic and others cycles of exchange were circulating.
By pivoting back and forth between actions at various levels, the goal of this chapter is to
“bridge the micro-macro gap” by answering the question of how I “can provide evidence for a
connection between an action at the micro level and large-scale social factors” (Lane, 2010, p.
67).
The analysis and findings in this chapter will be presented in accordance with the
theoretical framework and my research questions and highlight the ways in which the social
issue I am studying (food access) is being produced, ratified and contested within the social
action. The chapter will unfold as follows: first, I present a brief oral history of the MFM. Next, I
map the historical bodies of the market founders to trace the origins of the MFM. Then, using
Goffman’s (1959) interaction order, the remaining portion of this chapter examines my empirical
data to learn to what degree the communicative and cultural practices at the MFM align, deviate
or transform the historical discourses present.
MFM: A Brief History
Initial conversations surrounding the creation of a downtown farmers market began in
2005, after a handful of SoMa residents became interested in the idea and set plans in motion to
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fast-track its creation. The residents, who were non-native Memphians and mostly from various
regions of California, were motivated to replicate something similar to the bourgeoning farmers
market scene that they were familiar with back home. At the time, the only community farmers
market in Memphis was at the Agricenter (a predominately resale market located at the outskirts
of the city), which was more than a 25-minute drive from the SoMa neighborhood. The entire
downtown section of Memphis was considered a food desert, with no grocery stores within a
reasonable distance and little access to fresh fruits and vegetables (Smith, 2018). Moreover, there
was a lack of farmers market “culture” in the city, as very few local farmers had explored the
idea of using such outlets as a way to generate income (most farming in Memphis and the MidSouth region consists of “commodity crops” [e.g. cotton, soybeans], with little vegetable and
livestock farming) and the few eligible farmers that did sell vegetable crops mostly did not
participate in farmers markets (University of Tennessee Extension Institute of Agriculture,
2015).
During their initial meeting, the residents discussed options available to them and began
drafting plans of what a potential market would look like. Over the course of the next year, they
leveraged their social resources and community relationships to partner with several private and
public donors to secure funds and grant opportunities to launch the market. As Kelly, one of the
original SoMa resident founders described to me, “We got organizations to fund it, we got
foundations to fund it, and we got private citizens to fund it – you know, wealthy people. We had
a woman by that time, on the board who knew a lot of wealthy people in town, and so, they
contributed.” Additionally, each of the residents brought forth their own areas of expertise to
help during the planning stages, volunteering with a wide array of tasks, including a lawyer, an
architect, a marketing director, and a community relations chair. Their most important
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connection may have been their partnership with the Downtown Memphis Commission (DMC)
(an arm of the City of Memphis and Shelby County governments aimed at increasing
commercial property values and increased spending in the downtown area) to help oversee the
formative stages of the market’s development. The DMC played an integral role in the planning
of the market, providing several goods and services. During my conversation with Kelly, one of
the original SoMa resident founders, she discussed the prominent role that the DMC served:
The DMC actually acted like our agent, in other words they became our mailing
address and they did a lot of the social media stuff online for us and I worked with
a person there to do the marketing and help create flyers and ads and all of that
sort of thing. So, we were totally dependent on the DMC, we didn’t have an office
of our own, it was all through the DMC. So, without the DMC’s help and
commitment I don’t know, it would have been more difficult and much slower
getting organized I think. But they had everything in line to help us.
With assistance from the DMC and their collective social networks, the residents charted
forward with the process of planning the market. After ruminating over several possible locations
(e.g. Beale Street, Handy Park), the resident founders ultimately decided on an old MATA
intermodal transfer depot – the Central Station. At the time, the SoMa area was still for the most
part abandoned and maintained a reputation as a dangerous neighborhood. To get farmers to
agree to participate, a few of the resident founders had to physically pick up and drive potential
vendors around the area to assure them that it was safe and that there would be an established
customer base for their products. Of the various market objectives, its two primary aims centered
on offering food that was exclusively locally grown and securing opportunities for smallbusinesses (e.g. farmers, chefs). At the time, the only other market in the city (Agricenter) was
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selling a lot of produce that was not local to the region (e.g. oranges, bananas), and the MFM
wanted to delineate itself as one of the only markets in Memphis that fully supported local farms.
The market also promoted selling high-end and artisan varieties of produce by having chefs
around the city feature their products in their kitchens. As Kelly noted “we really tried to get as
many chefs involved as we could. We did farmers market dinners where we would choose a
restaurant and a chef that we had a relationship with, and we would publicize it and we were
supporting the chefs too because they were supporting us by buying the vegetables from our
farmers.” These two aims were central to the market’s development and helped establish its
overall culture and ethos.
Opening in the Spring of 2006 with 20 local vendors, the market now houses over 75
stalls which comprise farmers from all over the Mid-South region. This brief history provides an
entry point in helping to understand the formative development of the MFM and SoMa
neighborhood and its emerging culture. In this next section, I trace back the origins of the MFM
by mapping the historical bodies of the resident founders to highlight what cycles of discourse
influence the current sociospatial construction of the market.
Tracing Back the Origins – Mapping the Historical Bodies of the Market Resident
Founders
In tracing the various semiotic cycles intersecting away from the moment of social action
(i.e. the initial meeting of SoMa residents), several interrelated trajectories emerge. One
significant cycle traces the initial idea of creating a farmers market–including the resident
founders themselves, their historical bodies and ideological presuppositions, to a value system
that was external to SoMa and the surrounding Mid-South region. As noted above, many of the
original group of SoMa resident founders were transplants from different parts of the U.S., with
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the majority of them moving here from various regions in Northern and Southern California.
This influence played a central role in the physical and sociospatial qualities of the market’s
construction. At the time, there was a lack of farmers market “culture” in the SoMa
neighborhood and Memphis proper, and few local residents had voiced the need for such outlets
to be featured in the community. As Mark, one of the original resident founders explained to me,
“There was a lot of education that had to happen around food sourcing and education, around
pairing foods and access to foods–it was just, it was a totally different time.” Seeing the inherent
need in the community for access to fresh, locally-grown food and produce, the idea of creating a
local market was quickly advanced by all original founding residents.
In addition to addressing the larger underlying concern of food accessibility, the initial
inspiration behind creating the market was also self-serving in that it was a way for the small
cohort of resident transplants to foster their own gathering place and rekindle “a sense of home.”
As Kelly described to me “I wanted it to be like the farmers markets that we had in California.”
She continued, “We just didn’t even think it wouldn’t be successful, because we just wanted it. It
was selfish! It really was, you know? We thought if we are the only ones who shop there, then
that’s ok with us.” Sarah, another market founder noted a similar sentiment when describing her
perspective behind the initial motivations of the market:
I think there was a synergy, this whole wave was happening in other parts of the
country, and the whole wave of having so much growth in the downtown area and
we had so many young people moving in and there were expectations that needed
to be met, and we just happened to be the ones that wanted to meet them. And
some of it was self-serving for ourselves too! You know, we wanted access.
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This “synergy” and “wave” that Sarah described was the rising interest in alternative food
systems and other related practices across the country, such as sustainable agriculture, animal
husbandry and local food activism (Brown, 2002). In the context of farmers markets alone, U.S.
trends saw unprecedented growth during the turn of the century, nearly doubling from 2,863 in
2000 to 4,385 in 2006 (the year the MFM opened) (USDA AMS, 2015). Locally, this rising
interest would emerge alongside a recent influx of young professionals and creatives to the SoMa
neighborhood. Attracted to the rich historical heritage and sense of place and identity of the area,
this bourgeoning trend was reflected across the country, as several cities witnessed a marked
increase in urban residential development, particularly within the downtown core and other
centrally located historic, mixed-use urban neighborhoods during the early 2000s (Bereitschaft,
2014). Often housed in former warehouse districts or other abandoned areas, many of these
neighborhoods became revitalized and reinvented as creative-cultural hubs of production.
Defined as “creative-cultural districts” (CCD), these spaces were often characterized by their
high-skill, high-wage creative-knowledge worker population who had higher household incomes,
education and health literacy levels in comparison to their metropolitan counterparts
(Bereitschaft, 2014). In the context of the MFM, the shifting demographics in SoMa toward a
more urbane, culturally astute resident allowed the market to effectively connect with a new
class of eater–one that was set on distinguishing themselves from the rest of Memphis proper
through combining “fierce upward mobility and strong consumerism with some remarkably
progressive cultural and political interventions” (Walker, 1990, p. 22). To map the discursive
place and space construction that emerged as a result of this cultural shift, in this next section I
trace the historical narrative of the SoMa neighborhood and Central Station location.
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SoMa History
Prior to 1850, SoMa was part of a separate city altogether. Then referred to as the “City
of South Memphis,” the area was a land parcel located directly south of Memphis city limits. A
predominately affluent residential suburb, it was understood at the time as a “high-fashion
neighborhood with mansions along Beale, Vance and Linden streets” where “perhaps those with
means were attracted… to avoid city taxes” (Harkins & Crawford, 1991). Initially separated over
land purchases in 1784, Memphis and South Memphis would unite their charter in 1850, coming
together over the financing of a railroad network (which would lead to the construction of the
Central Station MFM location). The neighborhood remained largely residential throughout the
rest of the century.
As SoMa transitioned into the 1900s, it was marked by growth and economic prosperity
due to the subsequent rise in the railroad industry. Replacing the predominately residential area
that existed through the turn of the century, SoMa transformed into an economic hub for trade
and travelers across the U.S. Because of Memphis’ geographical location in the country, it was
an ideal city to become a center for railroad traffic. To support the new influx of railroad
passengers and employees frequenting the area, several businesses began to spring up along
South Main Street, marking the largest building boom in the area’s history (Winter, 1998).
However, by the mid-20th century, much of the prosperity and economic goodwill that
represented the previous decades were gone. Within 10 years of the area’s boom, the new decade
brought abandonment and disinvestment. There were two main trends that contributed to the
collapse of the neighborhood’s downfall. For one, railroad traffic severely diminished. Beginning
in the 1950s, the rise in popularity of new forms of transportation for travel and freight (e.g.
automobiles, airplanes) resulted in a decrease of railroad usage. Throughout the subsequent
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decade, railroad traffic in Memphis was almost non-existent, with many of the surrounding
businesses that were heavily reliant on railroad commerce ultimately forced to shut down.
In addition to the diminishing railroad traffic, the neighborhood was greatly affected by
urban sprawl. As manufacturing plants began traveling east to industrial parks in Memphis
suburban areas such as Collierville and Germantown, many of SoMa’s large warehouses became
vacant and fell into disrepair (Winter, 1998). These two trends dealt the neighborhood its final
economic blow, and along with the surrounding downtown area, led to a period of disinvestment
and urban decay.
However, the current state of affairs would not last long, as calls for a downtown-wide
urban renewal plan quickly gained momentum in the following decade. Capitalizing on
opportunities to expand land use and capital investment, local legislators and private investment
firms began contemplating the idea of urban renewal projects as early as 1963. Early
developments, which included various retail establishments and revitalized apartment buildings
began emerging around the greater downtown area later that year (Pittman,1963a; 1963b). While
the developments brought increased economic activity and a renewed sense of pride to the
formerly blighted area, not all residents were happy with the aggressive attempts at
revitalization, arguing, perhaps somewhat presciently, that the use of the urban renewal concept
in Memphis could pose certain challenges and reinforce social inequities among residents in the
downtown area.
One of the loudest critiques came from the Real Estate Board of Memphis, who “asked
the City Commission for a full-scale impartial investigation and re-evaluation of urban renewal
in Memphis” (Porteus, 1963, p. 38). These critiques were followed by similar ones taken by the
Memphis chapter of the American Institute of Architects and the Citizens Association, all who
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expressed reservations with the potential lopsided benefits of such a program. For example, one
of primary practices in question was the “acquisition of private property for pre-determined
purchasers,” which many feared would favor private interests and displace many current
residents (Porteus, 1963).
In a 1963 Memphis Press-Scimitar article, Walter Simmons, former executive director of
the Memphis Housing Authority, addressed some of these inequities head on: “We realize that
no system is perfect and that in a plan of the magnitude of the one in Memphis, certain
inequities, unfortunately, will occur” (Porteus, 1963). Citing examples from other successful
urban renewal projects across the country, he highlighted the potentialities that such projects
could have on the area. “In talking with downtown people in other cities, we have found that
urban renewal has been the avenue thru which a great rebirth has occurred in some of the more
difficult problem areas in these cities” (Memphis Press-Scimitar, 1963).
Despite numerous criticisms and reservations surrounding urban renewal, Simmons and
the Memphis Housing Authority moved forward with wholesale revitalization efforts throughout
the downtown area, and by the mid-1970s, several downtown-area neighborhoods had undergone
completed renewal efforts. Transitioning into the 1980s, most of the downtown area had
experienced revitalization, including the SoMa district. In local popular-press, several news
articles headlined the changes:
“South Main Projects Win Bond, Freeze Approval” – Commercial Appeal, July
1986
“South Main Residents Say Historic District Will Rise Again” – Memphis Daily
News, May 1985
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“Warehouse District May Be Next Development Hot Spot” – Memphis Daily
News, May 1985
“South Main’s Comeback Draws a Crowd” – Commercial Appeal, November
1986
“County Bankrolls Preservation of Downtown’s Architectural District” –
Memphis Daily News, November 1986
However, the full-scale revitalization of SoMa would not come until November 3rd, 1987
with the “South Main Area Plan.” The document, prepared by the Center City Commission (now
the Downtown Memphis Commission) with assistance from the Memphis and Shelby County
Office of Planning and Development was “Accepted as a Guide for Future Land Use and
Redevelopment in the South Main Area” (South Main Historic District, 1987). In tracing the
redevelopment of the area, the Center City Commission played a central role throughout the
establishment of the plan, including geographic zoning, re-appropriating land use and
maintaining control over “cultural/tourist/entertainment opportunities and development
concepts” (South Main Historic District, 1987). Moving into the 1990s and early 2000s, the
Center City Commission continued to receive federal grants and private investor funds to further
revitalize the district.
Today, SoMa has come full circle as a flourishing neighborhood, becoming one of the
fastest developing areas in the city, largely due to the influence of the Center City Commission.
Since its revitalization, many of the abandoned warehouses and buildings have been refurbished
into high-end condominiums, apartments and private residences (Winter, 1998). In comparison
to the rest of Memphis proper, the neighborhood stands out in many ways as an outlier. For
example, in a city that is predominately African-American (63 percent), SoMa is one of only two
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neighborhoods with a majority white population (67 percent) (U.S. Census, 2017). As noted in
the introduction, the appraised value per acre for property in SoMa is just under $600,000, which
is more than four times that of the city of Memphis and five times that of Shelby County, TN.
Moreover, SoMa’s property value percentages rose 66 percent from 2005-2015, and the
neighborhood currently has over $200 million in new projects underway (South Main Historic
Arts District, 2017; Sells, 2016).
Mapping the Influence: Intersecting Discourse Cycles
As described in Chapter Two, a “nexus of practice” is defined as “the point at which
historical trajectories of people, places, discourses, ideas and objects come together to enable
some action which in itself alters those historical trajectories in some way as those trajectories
emanate from this moment of social action” (p. 159). Within this framework, multiple cycles of
discourse interact with one another, which come together to form what Scollon and Scollon
(2004) describe as a “semiotic ecosystem” (p. 16). As a “nexus of practice,” the MFM comprised
several micro-semiotic ecosystems through which many personal, social, economic and other
cycles of exchange were circulating. In tracing back to the origin of the market’s development,
the five most significant cycles of discourse were: 1) California-centric farmers market culture;
2) influence of the DMC; 3) influx of young professionals and creatives moving to the
neighborhood; 4) downtown urban renewal efforts and 5) mix of wealthy citizens and private
funders. Together, the influence of these intersecting discourse cycles functioned symbiotically
to establish the current sociospatial landscape of the MFM.
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Figure 4. MFM semiotic ecosystem
In Figure 4 above, the blue box represents the social practice of shopping at the market,
with each intersecting cycle of discourse marked in descending order of significance by size and
color. For example, the two largest circles (i.e. most significant discourses) are the Californiacentric farmers market culture and the role of the DMC (red), followed by the influx of young
professionals and creatives to the SoMa neighborhood in the early 2000s (yellow), the broader
urban renewal efforts in downtown Memphis in the late 1960s-70s (purple) and the wealthy
investors and private funders of the MFM (light blue). During the market’s creation, the two red
discourse cycles were the most instrumental in setting the foundation for the market’s
establishment and long-term sustainability in the neighborhood. For example, on the one hand,
the California-centric ideology served as a conduit by which MFM norms, values and
philosophies could be fostered and adopted (many of the MFM’s initial aims, including
prioritizing exclusively “local” produce, selling high-end varietals and promoting haute cuisine
circumference back to a post-1970s California Bay Area philosophy [Belasco, 1989]). On the
other hand, the role of the DMC (Center City Commission) developed both the place and space
for the market to flourish by reshaping the material and cultural heritage of the neighborhood
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through the “South Main Area Plan,” in the process marking it separate from the rest of
Memphis proper. These two cycles of discourse were undergirded by the “wave” of creatives
that descended on the neighborhood in the early 2000s, whose progressive consumption practices
were in alignment with the market’s value system. Next, the early urban renewal efforts in
downtown Memphis during the 1960s and 70s would ultimately spearhead the growth and
development of the SoMa neighborhood. Finally, the wealthy friends of the market founders and
private investors were instrumental in allowing the MFM to materialize without compromising
the founders ethos and vision.
In order to address food access in the SoMa neighborhood, a historical perspective is
essential, as “people, objects, mediational means (or cultural tools), and discourses are seen as
having a history and projecting a future” (Lane, 2010, p. 68). By using the MFM’s semiotic
ecosystem as a lens to observe the unspoken routines, rituals and performances at the market, the
remaining portion of this analysis examines my empirical data to uncover emergent themes and
identify to what degree the communicative and cultural practices at the MFM align, deviate or
transform these historical discourses. Based on my analysis, four primary themes emerged from
the data: (1) negotiating race, space and class; (2) differences in patron motivations; (3)
aesthetics of place; and (4) Southern heritage.
Performances of “Good Food” – Mapping the Interaction Order at the MFM
Negotiating Race, Space and Class
A primary component of the interaction order at the MFM centered on participant
negotiations of race and class. As a site for analyzing these dynamics, the SoMa neighborhood
and Central Station location offer a unique lens due to the area’s intricate racial history. Over the
past few hundred years, the location has played an integral role in shaping Memphis’s evolving
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social landscape. Dating back to its nascent years, the neighborhood has been the site of
numerous racially-charged events, with the Memphis Massacre of 1866, the Great Yellow Fever
of 1879, the rise of Beale Street (early 1900s), Clayborn Temple/Sanitation Workers Strike of
1968 and the Lorraine Motel/assassination of Martin Luther King, Jr. all taking place within a 5mile radius of the Central Station location.
It is within this backdrop that the MFM emerges. In its current context, the MFM marks a
strong deviation from the deeply racialized and segregated history of the SoMa neighborhood,
and in some ways represents a marker of how far the neighborhood has progressed in terms of
race relations. As I entered into my fieldwork in the Spring of 2018, one characteristic that I
immediately noticed was the increased diversity at the market. As a resident of the downtown
area and frequent MFM patron since I moved to Memphis in 2015, I noted a marked increase in
diversity, both in terms of physical bodies as well as products available. From the standpoint of
sheer number of representative phenotypes, the market appeared to be attracting a wide cross
section of the Memphis population.
In addition to my own observations, this presumption was also reflected in some of my
initial conversations with market patrons. For example, when I asked Monica if she observed a
sense of community at the market, she noted “Yes, because you see all nationalities, you know,
it’s a diversity market, we are all colors.” Similarly, in several of the MFM’s marketing
materials, instantiations of “community” were featured to reflect the level of diversity at the
market. For instance, the MFM website describes its mission to “Serve as a communitygathering place,” “Generate a sense of local pride while furthering the economic development of
our community,” and “Improve public health nutrition options by providing a vehicle to educate
the community on nutrition and good health.” Photographs on the website and the market’s
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social media pages (i.e. Instagram, Facebook) prominently featured individuals from various
ethnicities and nationalities. Branded merchandise for sale featured slogans that promoted a
connection to the local downtown community, such as “Shop Where You’re Planted” and “Ripe
Downtown.” Indeed, the market’s increased commitment to promoting community appeared to
help ingratiate it within the broader Memphis population and attract a more eclectic consumer
base. Although focusing on creating a more inclusive environment, there was no direct
engagement with constructs of race and class, despite the hypervisibility of both at the market.
At the MFM, race and class did not occupy a neutral social location; in some contexts it was
obscured, in others foregrounded. Emphasizing the market’s role to serve “as a community
gathering place,” without engaging with deeper structural and cultural questions such as how the
community is defined and who participates in it allowed a normative status quo to emerge, where
participation was predicated on the economic privilege of its patrons. Because race and class are
intimately connected, intersections of whiteness and affluence implicitly worked to construct the
MFM as a site of race and class privilege.
One way that this was reflected at the market was by representative zip code data of
market patrons. Every market season, the MFM maintains records of credit card activity,
tracking individual zip codes and the amount of money spent by each patron. During the 2018
season, the market saw customers from 210 different zip codes and totaled $64,537 in credit card
purchasing of market tokens. Of these, the two most represented zip codes were 38103 (SoMa,
$26,705.00 total spent) and 38104 (Midtown, $6,783.00 total spent) (see Figure 5).
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Figure 5. Percentage of Credit Card Activity during the MFM 2018 Season by Zip Code
Relating to race and class, these two zip codes comprise the only two majority white
neighborhoods in Memphis proper (SoMa and Midtown, respectively). Further, the two nearest
zip codes to the downtown market location (South Memphis to the south [38106, 38126], and
Frayser to the north [38127]) are both majority African-American and represented just $216/8
patrons and $49/2 patrons, respectively for the market season1 (see Figure 6).

1

This finding confirms previous findings from an ethnographic study by Kasper (2015).
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Figure 6. Bordering Zip Codes from MFM (Downtown Memphis)
Comparatively, when stratifying for race and class, represented zip code data for usage of
Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program Electronic Benefits Transfer (SNAP EBT) saw an
inverse relationship among market patrons, although it only accounted for only a small portion of
total revenue streams. During the 2018 market season, SNAP EBT totaled just $2,356 (3.6% of
total revenue) and accounted for only 130 of the market’s 1577 customers (8.2%). However,
patrons that used SNAP EBT came from majority low-income Black neighborhoods. To provide
context, of the 130 SNAP EBT users during the 2018 season, 66 came from majority Black
neighborhoods, exactly doubling those that came from majority white neighborhoods (33)2.
Overall, Black participation at the MFM was underrepresented among total patrons (despite the

2

31 patrons did not disclose zip code information
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Memphis city and metro demographics) and overrepresented among EBT users. These findings
align with Guthman (2008), who suggests that GFM spaces such as farmers markets are largely
white unless they are “heavily subsidized.”
During my observations, I noted several other examples of how the market was subtly
coded as a space of race and class privilege. For example, the MFM executive board of directors
was comprised of exclusively white members. The board, which oversaw all major aspects of the
market’s day-to-day operations, including its advertising strategies, vendor selection,
music/entertainment selection, market rules and regulations and fundraising events, served a
central role in establishing norms and upholding values and shared practices. When I asked some
of the market management about the lack of diversity on the board, they described the topic
through a deficit model, equating the overall lack of interest among African-Americans in the
neighborhood to the lack of representation on the market board.
These findings were also reflected by vendor phenotype (Saldahna, 2006). For instance,
of the 49 available stalls during the 2018 market season, fewer than 10 stalls were occupied by
vendors of color, with most Black vendors selling non-produce items such as cookies, pastries,
kombucha, etc. When I asked Kendra, a former college professor at a local university, to
highlight examples of how she thought the market could improve its reach among the broader
Memphis community, one area that she pointed to was the lack of vendor diversity: “There are
not a lot of African-American farmers represented at the market, which is not representative of
the Delta, it’s not representative of the Mississippi farmers especially.” These observations align
with several studies examining the lack of participation of vendors of color in the GFM
(particularly as it relates to produce and traditional farm-raised goods) (Guthman, 2008; Holt
Giménez & Shattuck, 2011; Green, Green & Kleiner, 2011).
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Additionally, in my field notes I remarked how the market’s racial hegemony was
reinforced through in-group member interpersonal relationships. More specifically, I noted how
related phenotypes (e.g. families, groups of friends) at the market tended to congregate with and
“stick” to one another. This concept of “stickiness” draws on Saldahna’s (2006) work on
whiteness and viscosity in which he notes, from an ontological lens “race is shown to be an
embodied and material event” (p. 9). Through his concept of viscosity, he argues that “whiteness
is about the sticky connections between property, privilege, and a paler skin. There is no essence
of whiteness, but there is a relative fixity that inheres in all the ‘local pulls’ of its many elements
in flux” (p. 18). Viscosity in this sense means that the physical characteristics of a substance
explain its movements (viscosity is “neither perfectly fluid nor solid.” p. 18). This malleability
allows for mixing in some contexts and exclusion in others. In terms of whiteness, Saldahna
(2006) claims that when white bodies interact, they “collectively become sticky, capable of
capturing more bodies like them” (p. 18). In public spaces (such as farmers markets), it is this
stickiness of white bodies that codes them as white and normative.
Together with my field observations, conversations involving the MFM’s race and class
identity were a main topic in many of the interviews I conducted with market patrons. For
example, when I asked Kendra to describe how she would characterize the atmosphere and social
norms at the market, she noted:
Well, I think that the downtown farmers market is coded white. I think that it has
a public perception that the cues, the codes of conduct, the ways in which people
behave, the music, the vendors... And so, when you go to a market and you don’t
see yourself represented there, and you hear the music, and you see the dynamics
of a place, you may not always feel welcome.
80

She continued, comparing the market’s racial demographics to that of the SMFM, while
pointing attention to broader cultural barriers in Memphis which work to code and reinforce
exclusionary spaces.
And so, if you go to South Memphis Farmers Market, it’s mostly people of color.
There are very few white folks that stop by on a Thursday morning. And so, I
think that we all have to find more intentional ways to code space, be in space,
create the right dynamics of who is growing there, what kind of music is there,
what kind of food is prepared there, etc. so that we can enlarge those spaces for
more and more consumers. I don’t think Memphis does that well at all. Whether
that’s at farmers markets or restaurants or coffee shops. So it’s not a unique
problem to farmers markets, but it is a real problem for Memphis.
Similarly, when I asked Gary, a local community organizer, to describe the diversity at
the MFM, and if he saw the demographics as equally representative of the city, he pointed to the
challenge of creating inclusive spaces:
No, it’s not. And that is one of the problems that they have got to find a way to
overcome. If you just look out in the crowd right now, I mean we [he and I] are in
the extreme minority. And I don’t know what it is, why they can’t jump–I think
it’s either Crump Boulevard or Lamar or whatever the main drag here is. You get
more people to realize, I can come here and get certain foods that are very much
staples in the South, like greens, okra, like tomatoes, like cucumbers, like squash;
why they can’t jump that divide [Crump Blvd.]. And I think that is one of the
challenges that they need to work out.
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The two streets that Gary is referring to, Crump Boulevard and Lamar Avenue, are two
main thoroughfares within city limits (Crump Boulevard runs primarily through South Memphis,
which turns into Lamar Avenue in Midtown and runs all the way to the state of Mississippi) (see
Figure 7). Both streets have historic roots in Memphis, yet in many ways reinforce the
paradoxical nature of the city. The physical space of each road functions as a liminal barrier
separating different parts of the city from one another, mostly in the form of race and
socioeconomic class. For example, directly south of the MFM lies E.H. Crump Boulevard. The
“jump” that Gary is referring to is that of residents south of Crump Blvd. (South Memphis) to
cross over into the area north of Crump (downtown/SoMa). Similarly, the same liminal space
presents itself when describing Lamar Avenue to the east (i.e. residents south of Lamar in South
Memphis are unable to “jump” over into the area north of Lamar in Midtown/Cooper Young).

Figure 7. Map of Crump Boulevard and Lamar Avenue
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Differences in Patron Motivations
Another key component of the interaction order centered on differences in patron
motivations for attending the market. Goffman (1959) describes interaction as “a ‘performance,’
shaped by environment and audience, constructed to provide others with ‘impressions’ that are
consonant with the desired goals of the actor” (p. 17). This process of establishing social identity
is closely related to Goffman’s (1959) concept of the “front,” in other words “that part of the
individual’s performance which regularly functions in a general and fixed fashion to define the
situation for those who observe the performance” (p. 22). For patrons at the MFM, the social
action of shopping was reinforced by a set of rules and assumptive norms, which included the
proper “setting,” “appearance,” and “manner” for the social role assumed by the social actor,
uniting interactive behavior with the personal “front” (Goffman, 1959, p. 27). In the context of
race and class, patron’s individual negotiations toward upholding the market’s racial hegemony
were reflected in their motivations for attending the market, particularly when stratified across
racial lines (i.e. Black vs. white).
For many of the Black patrons visiting the market, shopping was seen as a transactional
experience, for all intents and purposes they were there to purchase their produce and leave.
There was little to no interest in congregating with other market patrons, almost to the point of
dismissing the idea altogether. On the other hand, for many of the white patrons visiting the
market, attendance was seen as a social event and lifestyle, a carefully crafted performance to
illustrate one’s standing in the community and social capital. These differences were highlighted
throughout my conversations and personal observations. To provide context, below are some of
the responses from Black patrons when I asked them if they felt a sense of community at the
MFM, and if so, did they feel a part of it:
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No. This is sort of…I’m a shopper. There are certain people that come to mix and
mingle, seen, be seen, blah blah blah. I’m not one of those guys. I’ve come to
shop. - Gary
It’s not on my radar, because that is not what I come for. I don’t come for the
camaraderie. - Tameka
To tell you the truth I don’t get that involved in it to find out whether it’s a
community or not. - Shirley
Oh no, this is no social event! I come to get produce and plants maybe. - Shirley
This lack of interest in the performative social aspects at the market were reflected to
some degree in most of the conversations that I had with Black patrons. Within this, however,
there did appear to be a sense of camaraderie and connection among Black in-group members.
Particularly as it pertained to vendors, some of the Black patrons shared a collective sense of
supporting Black farming and business ventures. For instance, in the excerpts below, Tonya
described to me her inherent trust that she felt with some of the Black vendors:
Andrew: Why do you come to the market?
Tonya: Well, I know several of the vendors. I cannot trust a lot of the other ones
[vendors at other markets]. So I come in and two of my people are not here today
for whatever reason, I’ve never been here and they’ve not been here, so I’m pretty
much kind of lost, that’s why I ended up down here [at this end of the market].
Andrew: I want you to walk me through your typical shopping day at the market,
what is that typically like?
Tonya: I get up early, and then this is the first place that I go… my lady vendor is
usually right over there, but I didn’t see her truck so I am kind of on edge, but I
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see what she’s got, and then I travel the rest of the market to see what I want to
get that she doesn’t have and then I come back… I usually leave all of my bags
with her, I pick up all of my stuff and then I come home.
Later on in our conversation, I pushed Tonya to further describe what vendors in
particular she was referring to, which she identified as two of the market’s Black vendors. In
addition to highlighting the level of comfort that she shared among these individuals, this excerpt
draws attention to the level of anxiety and apprehension that she felt when those individuals were
not in attendance. Phrases such as “I cannot trust a lot of the other ones,” “I’m kind of lost” and
“I’m kind of on edge,” spoke to a deeper sense of mistrust and uncertainty, perhaps historically
among African-Americans living in Memphis. These findings further align with the previous
discussion on viscosity and spatiality. For example, Saldahna (2006) notes how certain bodies
can stick to certain spaces and are bound together by similar characteristics, such as hunger, cold,
poverty, crime, etc. At the MFM, the common characteristic of skin color between Tonya and
her familiar vendors illustrated how the viscous stickiness worked to generate implicit racial
binaries.
On the other hand, many of the white patrons described their attendance at the market as
more social: it served as a way to catch up with friends, strengthen social networks and exchange
cultural experiences. In my conversations, several of the white patrons discussed knowing fellow
marketgoers through other social ties, such as serving on community boards together and even
volunteering at the market itself. For example, when I asked Amy if she felt a part of the MFM
community, she noted:
I do! I am on the board of the South Main Association and so Shannon and I
know each other from South Main Association, Michelle and I know each other,
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so I see a lot of folks that I met through other associations that also come here. If
you’re downtown I feel like all downtowners kind of do similar things or they run
into each other at similar events, rather that’s Trolley Night or the farmers market
on Saturday – so yeah, I do feel a part of the community.
Similarly, when I asked Kevin to describe the sense of community at the MFM, and to
what degree did he feel apart of it, he exclaimed:
Oh yeah! I mean, I see my neighbors, I see my friends. And it’s interesting, you
talk about the routine going over here. If you come here at, if you leave, I live
walking distance away. If you leave exactly at 10:00, 10:15, I’ll see the volunteers
leaving and the new volunteers coming in. So, you see your neighbors coming in
with their grocery bags and you know where they’ve been.
Among white patrons, this overall sense of familiarity and comfortability with other
individuals at the market appeared to be a central motivating factor for their attendance. As noted
above, the two most represented zip codes at the market were 38103 and 38104 (SoMa and
Midtown/Cooper-Young). For many of the white participants, seeing friends and family that
lived in those neighborhoods brought with it an inherent sense of comfort and camaraderie.
Below, Janice describes who she meets at the market:
Andrew: Do you typically meet friends here at the market?
Janice: Yes, we do.
Andrew: Did you meet those friends here or did you already know them?
Janice: We'd known them from Midtown, Midtown people, so a lot of our friends
migrated downtown and so we run into each other here.
Andrew: Do you live in the area?
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Janice: We live in Midtown, so we have our feet on both sides of the fence kind
of, so we're in the middle of it.
Overall, links to Midtown and Cooper-Young were clear throughout my conversations,
particularly among white patrons. The Cooper-Young Farmers Market (the neighborhood market
for the Midtown area) was routinely referenced as a frequented location by several of the white
market patrons. For many of the participants, this was often the only other market in the city that
they shopped at. The excerpts below highlight some of the responses from white patrons when I
asked them if they shop at other markets in the city:
The only two [farmers markets] I have been to in Memphis has been the one in
Cooper-Young and this one - Anthony
I live next door, so I walk down [to the MFM]. But then often times, I will go see
the other farmers at the Cooper-Young farmers market, who used to be here and
then they started going to the Cooper-Young market. - Kendra
I’ve been to Cooper-Young and I’ve been to – no, the only one I’ve ever been to
really is Cooper-Young, because I’m kind of wed to here, you know? - Kevin
[I have been to] The Cooper-Young one, but it’s like the same vendors that are
here. - Amy
Midtown occasionally, Cooper-Young. - Janice
Referencing Slocum’s (2007) work on whiteness and spatiality, “while the ideals of
healthy food, people and land are not intrinsically white, the objectives, tendencies, strategies,
the emphases and absences and the things overlooked in community food make them so” (p. 7).
At the MFM, race was a complex and intricate construct, in that it was not overtly foregrounded
or performed like in other parts of the city or state. On the surface, the market appeared to be one
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of the more diverse in Memphis, both from my personal observations and in conversations with
patrons. However, it is through some of these underlying nuances (e.g. shared philosophies, lived
experiences) that tacitly code the market and obscure race as a neutral construct.
Health Literacy/Healthy Lifestyle
The interaction order at the MFM also highlighted the market patrons’ high health
literacy levels and focus on living a healthy lifestyle. The concept of “impression management”
serves as one of the foundational elements of the interaction order and represents the process in
which individuals attempt to influence the perceptions of other people by regulating and
controlling information in social interaction (Goffman, 1959). At the MFM, key characteristics
of the prototypical shopper included someone who took an interest in their own individual
health, was knowledgeable about health-related information and promoted an active and healthy
lifestyle. Considering the city’s poor health outcomes and reputation as the “fattest metro area in
the country,” embodying a healthy lifestyle and upholding a high level of health literacy served
as a signifier among participants that marked them separate from the rest of Memphis proper.
During my in-depth interviews, these elements were highly celebrated and foregrounded as a
way to signify in-group membership. For example, when I asked Janice to describe the typical
shopper at the MFM, she noted:
Well, you're gonna find probably a more sophisticated, knowledgeable – it's
terrible for me to say this–but shopper here. They know what they are looking for,
they are here because they are trying to eat well, I think they are more concerned
about their diets and lifestyle. That's the sophistication. The educational level is
pretty high.
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The sophistication that Janice described here was an important distinguishing element
from other farmers markets in Memphis. Similarly, when asked the same question, Amy
characterized the prototypical MFM shopper as someone with high education levels who knows
what they are looking for when shopping:
Everybody that's down here, I know that that’s [being healthy] in the back of their
mind, if they want fresh, if they want something that's good for their body.
They're pickier and more educated about what's good for you.
In addition to high perceived levels of knowledge and sophistication about health and
nutrition, the interaction order at the market upheld a strong emphasis on the importance of
living a healthy lifestyle and being physically active. For example, several patrons that I
observed were either coming from or on their way to working out. Keith, a former college
athlete, stopped at the market on his way back home from a park workout with some friends:
I actually just got done working out, so I thought I’d stop by. I’m trying to start
eating healthy... I have a crew right now, we meet here down by the riverside and
we get our workout on. So, to be able to work out and then come and be able to
get fresh food is nice.
Amy further described the importance of living a healthy lifestyle among market patrons
when I asked her to characterize the core values at the market:
Values, I would say, one would be health… A lot of people are coming here after
working out or riding their bike and I think that they [the market] have a 5k in the
fall to raise money, so I think that they just promote a healthy living style.
In my field notes, I noted the various ways that patrons performed living a healthy and
active lifestyle. Examples such as dressing in casual, but expensive workout clothes (e.g. yoga
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pants, running/hiking shoes, cycling gear), using designer “jogger” strollers and branded active
apparel (e.g. 5k race hats, local gym sweatshirts) allowed market patrons to signify to one other
their lifestyle habits, and thus, their in-group membership. In the context of race and class, these
material symbols illustrate class privilege (e.g. living a “healthy” outdoor lifestyle, leisure time),
which implicitly code the market.
Aesthetics of Place
Another key component of the interaction order centered on tropes of nature and beauty
toward establishing an “aesthetic of place.” As noted above, the initial idea of creating the MFM
was grounded in a California-centric farmers market culture and value system which dated back
to the early back-to-the-land and counter-culture movements of the 1970s. A key axiom of these
early philosophies was based on invoking romanticized views of land and nature, highlighted by
the oft-said rhetoric of “putting your hands in the soil” and “getting your hands dirty” (Guthman,
2008). As described in Chapter 2, as the movements’ visions have shifted in recent decades from
a form of resistive act to a performance of conspicuous consumption (Mason, 1980), the
idealistic portrayals of nature and farming have remained a consistent messaging point over the
years. At the MFM, these narratives paralleled these latter tropes to reflect a similar set of shared
cultural practices.
Similar to post-1970s California Bay Area cuisine, which combined “1960s counter
culture” with “the nouveau rich of the 1980s,” the MFM was recognized on the one hand for its
focus on catering to a high-end consumer, while at the same time attempting to maintain an
authenticity to the movement and the city more broadly by constructing a gritty, unsanitized
aesthetic. As an example, in the excerpt below Gary describes this dichotomy at the market when
describing the core values of the MFM:
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I think that the value set of the market is, it’s one that almost runs in a little bit of
conflict with each other. I mean, they want it to be trendy, they want it to be
comfortable. They want it to be sort of sophisticated, yet very laid back. They
want it to be affordable, but this is not an Aldi, you know? So, it’s almost sort of a
bizarre, sort of a working, a successful contradiction in appearances. They want it
to be diverse, but this is still Downtown and it’s still predominately white. But
they want it to be diverse. So, it’s sort of this bizarre, yin and yang that goes on in
the market.
For many of the market patrons, this “yin and yang” in appearances was central to the
appeal of the market and separated it from others across the country. In discussing her
motivations for attending the MFM, Kendra referenced the market’s contradictory ethos as a key
factor:
I think that there is a lot of beauty. I love the flowers, so there’s like multiple
vendors with flowers that add to the aesthetic of the place. So, I think there’s, you
know there’s kind of a farm feeling to the place for sure. It’s not a sanitized
farmers market like I see in some other cities.
Further highlighting images of “putting your hands in the soil” and “getting your hands
dirty,” Kendra went on to describe the importance of knowing where your food comes from and
how that knowledge has informed how she goes about purchasing her food.
Being connected to the land and being connected to what you eat, there’s a
difference in flavor, there’s a difference in texture, you know a tomato you eat is
different depending on the heat, depending on the water, depending on what type
of soil it’s in.
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Similar to Alkon and McCullen’s (2010) concept of the “white farm imaginary,” MFM
patron’s romanticizing views of agriculture unintentionally worked to reinforce a universalizing
agrarian narrative specific to whites and white culture while simultaneously obscuring the
contributions and cultural histories of other groups. For example, people of color would be much
less likely to draw on their European roots and construct food traditions that align within this
narrative (Alkon, 2012), and thus may feel excluded from participating in the “social” aspects of
the market.
Further highlighting tropes of class and privilege, the construction of an “aesthetic of
place” was emphasized by participants to invoke broader social signifiers, such as social capital
and standing in the community. For many of the participants, shopping at the MFM was more
than about simply buying produce; it served as a way to perform one’s social location and
illustrate esoteric knowledge and a refined sense of taste. The performance of simply being
associated with and seen by others had tremendous social benefits and was a motivating factor
for attendance. For example, when I asked Gary how he thought the MFM could improve its
marketing strategies, he mentioned that market management needed to do a better job of
publicizing when celebrities come to the market to enhance its exclusivity and social status.
I also think that the market needs to take advantage when celebrities are in town
and shop there. Dave Matthews manager came here, Tim Howard was here. They
need to take advantage of–this is the place, because people come here just to be
seen. Feed off that, feed off the fact that there are celebrities that come here, there
are athletes that come here. They come here because it is a place to be seen and
the food is good. I eat organic, I eat locally, I eat this, and I get a good deal.
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This excerpt aligns with Bell and Valentine’s (1997) concept of ethical eating. At the
MFM, individual consumption practices were driven by a “conscious reflexivity, such that
people monitor, reflect upon and adapt their personal conduct in light of its perceived
consequences” (Guthman, 2003, p. 46). For MFM patrons, ethical eaters are people who cared
about their individual health and what they put in their body. Juxtaposed against this narrative,
those that chose not to shop at the market or eat similar foods were seen as less health literate or
interested about the health of themselves or others. Overall, this concept aligns with the health
literacy/healthy lifestyle theme above and is consistent with the idea of these aspects of the
interaction order as being performative.
This “aesthetic of place” was also reflected corporeally, in terms of constructing a
normative subject at the market (i.e. body type, eating habits). For example, when I asked
Michael if he had any ideas of how markets such as the MFM might be committed to some of the
larger health issues in Memphis, such as disparities in access and food injustice, he emphasized
individual-level solutions which highlighted rhetorics of personal accountability, such as selfrestraint, discipline and thinness–values which past research has suggested reflect white, middle
class values (Hayes-Conroy, Hite, Klein, Biltekoff & Kimura, 2014; Guthman, 2011).
Michael: I don’t know, I would love for it to help, but it’s too expensive to help. I
mean, and the poorer you are, the crappier the food that you are buying. And then
if you watch TV, between every commercial break there is pizza, hamburgers, I
mean people just eat awful. And I know, they say that they don’t know better, but
they all know better! It’s just easier and it tastes good.
Andrew: So what do you think the solutions would be with that? Is it an education
thing?
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Michael: It’s just like all of the other solutions, we’ve got to educate, but people
have to decide what they are doing. And if they are going to eat bacon and
scrambled eggs for breakfast and have barbeque at dinner, and eat some corn dogs
in between, they are going to be fat and unhealthy.
Andrew: Do you think that is a challenge in the South specifically, with the
culture of food here?
Michael: No, and I’m getting tired of the South being the butt of everybody’s
joke! I’ve been all over the world and there is plenty of fat people all over the
country. And Europe is full of skinny people. It’s because of what they eat.
Southern Heritage
For many of the market patrons, their underlying motivations for shopping at the MFM
were grounded in their own personal cultural histories. Citing the legacy of farming in the US
South, nearly all participants that I spoke with had some background shopping and/or eating this
way due their family experiences in farming and gardening. This theme was consistent
throughout the cross-section of patrons that I interviewed, stratifying for race, class and gender.
During my conversations, patrons gave several examples of how their personal cultural heritage
influenced their current eating and shopping habits at the market. For instance, when discussing
her food heritage, Kendra explained how her family background and growing up in North
Carolina helped cultivate the lessons that she learned about cooking, growing and buying food:
I never did not have a garden. The garden in the backyard, the garden in the side
lot. We grew a lot of food growing up for family consumption. Not just for my
immediate family, but it would be for my grandparents, my aunts, my cousins.
We always had a large garden plot… So, farm-to-fork was really – I mean I grew
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up in rural North Carolina, outside of Asheville and it was just part of what we
did. I go back generations of knowing farmer’s and my grandparent’s families –
so my great grandparents and families from tobacco farmers and pig farmers – I
grew up on a farm.
Similarly, growing up in Memphis, Alice was also raised by a family of farmers. In the
excerpt below, she described her experience and how that has influenced her current eating
habits:
My dad always had a garden and we used that primarily, in the summertime that
was where the majority of our vegetables came from. So, my dad would grow
whatever and then we would pick stuff and then we would use it in the day
someway. So, my parents always cooked at home. We never really went out to
eat, and same, like my grandparent’s same way – they always had a garden,
everyone in my family has a garden.
In my field notes and personal observations, I noted how various patron’s shared
experiences surrounding their culinary background appeared to inform the interaction order by
constructing a collective sense of place around Southern food heritage. However, while grounded
in the South, this influence spanned further than this particular region, attracting patrons with
similar culinary backgrounds from various parts of the world. For example, Keith described how
his background growing up in Nigeria has influenced his culinary eating habits:
My grandma had a farm, had a huge farm. So, just the cooking process itself, you
get what I’m saying? I mean, I love food. Just the cooking process, it’s been
passed down from my grandma to mom and now to me. I’m from Nigeria… the
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way we cook is a lot different, but just to see the foods that you would come out
and take home to cook, it feels good.
In a similar vein, Gary, who was born in New York and has West Indian roots, also has
been greatly influenced by his rich culinary history. In the excerpt below, he described how this
background has affected his current eating and shopping habits:
In terms of my experience, I mean, growing up in New York, I lived just outside
of New York City, really in the Bronx. And New York City is not all one concrete
jungle, there are homes with land around them, small plots of land, mind you, like
a half acre. So, I grew up, being that both of my parents were West Indian, my
father was from the country, so he taught us how to grow. You know, I’ve grown
my own vegetables before. Being now that I am in the city, I can’t grow the
vegetables that I want to, so I come here and its kind of a fun experience to talk to
them [the farmers]. So I understand the value of fresh vegetables.
Conclusion
This chapter examined the normative practices, values and philosophies at the MFM. The
chronological narrative of the market and SoMa neighborhood illustrated that the initial idea
behind the market was grounded largely outside of Memphis, and highlighted tropes concomitant
with a California-centric farmers market value system. Using Goffman’s (1959) interaction
order, the findings from the empirical data suggested that, overall, the communicative and
cultural practices at the MFM were in alignment with the historical underpinnings of the
neighborhood and market founders, particularly in relation to the influx of the creativeknowledge worker population and post-1980s Bay Area food philosophy influences.
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Through negotiations of race, space and class, patrons marked their in-group membership
by performing post-1980s Bay Area consumption patterns and highlighting sticky connections to
race and class privilege (Saldahna, 2006). Racial hegemony at the MFM was upheld by patron
differences in motivation for attending the market. While many of the Black patrons saw
shopping at the MFM as a transactional experience, most white patrons saw the market as a
social event and place to catch up with friends and acquaintances. MFM patrons demonstrated
high levels of health literacy and living a healthy lifestyle by constructing tropes of the
“sophisticated shopper” and displaying material symbols (e.g. “jogger” strollers, casual, but
expensive workout clothes) to perform class privilege. Images of beauty and nature, which traced
back to the early back-to-the-land movements, were reflected by patrons invoking an “aesthetic
of place.” Lastly, the interaction order was grounded in a collective Southern heritage, where
patrons shared personal cultural histories and family experiences in farming and gardening. This
theme was consistent throughout the cross-section of data, stratifying for race, class and gender.
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CHAPTER 5
THE SOUTH MEMPHIS FARMERS MARKET (SMFM)
Lounge chairs. Impromptu dancing. Classic R&B music blasting from the loudspeaker.
Perhaps in a backdrop more appropriately arranged for a backyard barbeque, the South Memphis
Farmers Market (SMFM) is a cornerstone within the South Memphis community. Since its
official opening in July 2010, the market has grown to become “the destination in South
Memphis for fresh produce during the growing season” (South Memphis Farmers Market, 2013).
Though small, (the market is the smallest in Memphis in terms of physical size, vendors and
patrons), the SMFM serves an integral role in providing healthy food options to a neighborhood
that experiences nation-leading rates of food insecurity (Food Research Action Center, 2015).
Recently, the SMFM has received praise both at the local and national level for its ability to
foster participation among community members and address structural inequalities as a means of
improving food access, including two separate editorials on the White House blog for its
alignment with the goals of former First Lady Michelle Obama’s Let’s Move initiative. Amongst
a neighborhood known for its disproportionate levels of blight and crime, the SMFM represents
the potential of an engaged alternative food community working together.
In the Spring of 2018, I began my fieldwork at the SMFM. Similar to my experiences at
the MFM, upon my arrival I immediately noticed some stark distinctions that separated the
market from others featured across the city, albeit of a different sort. On the one hand, most
patrons that shopped at the market were older (average age 51, range 20-78), low-income (59
percent have a monthly income of less than $1,200) and African-American (97 percent), which
considering the demographics of Memphis as a whole, were not necessarily unique
characteristics in their own right. However, what was unique was the bourgeoning alternative
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food space that emerged from within the neighborhood to serve this group. Nowhere else in the
city was such an engaged farmers market community within these contexts taking place.
For patrons of the SMFM, the market was not just a place to obtain fresh fruits and
vegetables; it also served as a social gathering place and paragon within the community. The
SMFM is located on the corner of South Parkway and Mississippi Boulevard, one of the main
thoroughfares in the neighborhood. In the years prior to the creation of the market, the area had
become dilapidated and suffered from blight and abandonment. Initially purchased in the early
2000s by the neighboring St. Andrew Church to prevent the building from becoming a “beeper
store” (i.e. a front for drugs and illicit activities), visions of an alternative food community
became a reality in 2010. As the market has grown in size and scope since its inception, many
market patrons (many of whom are senior citizens and life-long residents of the neighborhood)
consider the market a saving grace for the outlook and moral fabric of the community. For
instance, when I asked Diane to describe what role the market played in the neighborhood, she
mentioned the symbolic hope that it represents:
The market has a big impact on this community, I would love to see it stay here
because I know no one would take this chance on bringing this type of thing to the
community. All the major people left this community and lost hope and I think
that the farmers market can bring this community back together and give them
hope.
Based on my conversations, these sentiments were shared by many of the participants and
seen as a galvanizing feature among in-group members. Similarly, when I asked Pam to describe
what she appreciates most about the market being in the neighborhood, she described the
symbolic hope that it represents:
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This is a bold step that they took to bring this to this neighborhood because there
is vandalism, it just goes with the neighborhood. This area is one of the most
crime infested areas in Memphis, so [the SMFM] is one of the best things they
could have ever done for this community right here.
Overall, these characteristics were central to the appeal of the market and recognized as a
positive distinguishing feature from others in the city. To learn more, I set out to understand the
norms and values of the SMFM community, the ways in which they were established and how
they are reinforced. Following the same process as the previous chapter, I employed a nexus
analytic approach to gain a deeper understanding about the historical dimensions of the space
and the market as a “nexus of practice.” This chapter will proceed as follows: first, I present a
brief oral history of the SMFM. Next, using the oral history as an entry point, I trace the
historical trajectories of the market founders in relation to the South Memphis neighborhood to
map the origins of the SMFM. Then, using Goffman’s (1959) interaction order, the remaining
portion of this chapter examines my empirical data to learn to what degree the communicative
and cultural practices at the SMFM align, deviate or transform the historical discourses present.
SMFM: A Brief History
To understand the history of the SMFM, one must trace the origins of its host institution:
The Works, Inc. Community Development Corporation. The Works, Inc. is a non-profit
organization based in South Memphis, TN. The organization represents a place-based mission
“dedicated to the holistic renaissance of our community through the provision of services in
areas of housing, economic development, education, and advocacy” (The Works, 2016, para. 1).
The corporation was established in 1998 by former pastor of St. Andrew African Methodist
Episcopal (AME) Church (located directly across the street from the SMFM) Dr. Kenneth
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Robinson and was initially focused solely on providing affordable housing to South Memphis
residents. During the late 1980s and early 1990s, the community development industry in
Memphis had begun to expand rapidly, reflecting the efforts of other AME churches nationally at
the time. Historically, the AME church has always maintained an emphasis in social justice and
community organizing, so it was not unusual for that denomination to form community
development projects (R. Austin, personal communication, July 24, 2018).
In South Memphis in particular, affordable housing was a major need, as the
neighborhood was highly affected by vacancy and blight (R. Austin, personal communication,
July 24, 2018). As pastor of the St. Andrew AME church, Dr. Robinson had participated in
previous community work under the umbrella of the church; however, he was unable to apply for
national grant funding toward housing assistance because the United States Department of
Housing and Urban Development (HUD) did not fund religious organizations (R. Austin,
personal communication, July 24, 2018). Thus, the Works, Inc. was created as a separate arm of
the church in 1998 to address the growing housing crisis in South Memphis.
While initially focused on increasing the availability of affordable housing in the
neighborhood, the organization expanded its capacity in 2008 when it launched the South
Memphis Revitalization Action Plan (SoMeRAP). The SoMeRAP was an extensive urban
renewal initiative characterized as “an effort to transform South Memphis into one of the region's
premier urban neighborhoods of choice by mobilizing local residents, institutions, and their allies
to implement a comprehensive economic and community development strategy” (The Works,
2016). The focus of SoMeRAP was a 140-block perimeter within the greater South Memphis
community which represented The Works, Inc. service territory (The Works, 2016).
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One of the key areas of emphasis in the plan was a focus on “healthy living” (South
Memphis area zip codes are ranked well above the national average in several lifestyle-related
disease incidence rates) (Shelby County Health Department, 2015). During the formative stages
of the SoMeRAP, The Works, Inc., partnered with students and faculty at the University of
Memphis Department of City and Regional Planning alongside a resident-led advisory board to
conduct outreach efforts to better understand community perspectives and situate their locally
constituted experiences. Included in these collected findings were land use and building
condition surveys, door-to-door surveys and interviews with local residents, community leaders
and other stakeholders (Hicks & Lambert-Pennington, 2014; Lambert-Pennington, Reardon, &
Robinson, 2011). Out of these discussions, residents consistently identified access to healthy
foods as one of their highest priorities (at the time, South Memphis was identified as a food
desert by the USDA, with all food retailers in the neighborhood made up of either small corner
stores, convenience stores or fast-food restaurants, with the nearest supermarket requiring a 45minute bus ride) (Hicks & Lambert-Pennington, 2014; South Memphis Farmers Market, 2013).
Based on these preliminary insights, the SMFM project was launched as one of the first
initiatives in conjunction with the SoMeRAP.
Since its official opening in July 2010, the market has grown to become “the destination
in South Memphis for fresh produce during the growing season” (South Memphis Farmers
Market, 2013). In 2014, in response to the increased demand to expand food access provided by
the market, the Works Inc. opened The Grocer, a year-round neighborhood grocery store located
on the premises of the SMFM that carries fresh produce from the farmers market in addition to
more traditional grocery items (Johnson-Backer, 2013). This brief history provides an entry point
in helping to understand the formative development of the SMFM and South Memphis
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neighborhood and its emerging culture. In this next section, I trace back the origins of the SMFM
by mapping the development of the neighborhood to highlight what cycles of discourse influence
the current sociospatial construction of the market.
South Memphis History
In tracing the historical development of South Memphis, prior to the mid-1850s, the
neighborhood shared many similarities to that of SoMa (with some redistricted areas pre mid1850s still considered part of South Memphis). Up until that point, the area currently comprising
South Memphis was dominated by small-scale vegetable and dairy farms that served the City of
Memphis’ rapidly expanding urban population (Lambert-Pennington, Reardon & Robinson,
2011). This situation changed dramatically in the 1870s and 1880s as Memphis developed into a
major railroad hub with depots and warehouses built on the city’s south side as a result of the
newly constructed Central Station, which created the need for additional worker housing (South
Memphis Revitalization Action Plan, 2009). In the second half of the 19th century, South
Memphis was incorporated as the region’s first industrial suburb that was home to a growing
number of manufacturing and warehousing facilities as well as a mix of working-and middleclass housing for individuals laboring in these industries (South Memphis Revitalization Action
Plan, 2009).
Transitioning into the first decades of the 1900s, South Memphis arose as “one of the
city’s most vibrant neighborhoods, attracting working-class and middle-income families due to
its central location, nearby employment opportunities, beautiful parkway, large supply of welldesigned homes, and conveniently located retail services” (Lambert-Pennington, Reardon &
Robinson, 2011, p. 60). Along with this, South Memphis burst onto the national cultural scene
with the creation of the STAX Record label in the late 1950s, adding to its growing population
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and vibrancy. However, like several other neighborhoods in Memphis’ urban core, the
prosperous times in South Memphis began to shift fortune in the mid-1960s, “as a combination
of powerful economic and social forces combined to undermine the stability of its once booming
infrastructure” (Lambert-Pennington, Reardon & Robinson, 2011, p.60).
Up to this point, the historical trajectories of SoMa and South Memphis in many ways
paralleled one another, due primarily to their close proximity and similar economic trends.
However, as both areas underwent periods of blight and disinvestment during the late 1960s1970s, the decades to follow saw these spaces chart contrasting narratives which would
dramatically affect their future development. One primary reason for this deviation of paths was
the implementation of zoning practices that emanated out of the early downtown revitalization
projects of the late 1960s-1970s. As noted in the previous chapter, the economic turn-around of
the downtown area was spearheaded in the early 1970s by a combination of the creation of the
Center City Commission (now the Downtown Memphis Commission) in addition to the influx of
investment dollars from several private and public partnerships. Prior to the development of the
Center City Commission, there was no official demarcation between SoMa and the
neighborhood of South Memphis.
This would all change, however, in 1987 when the Center City Commission, with assistance
from the Memphis and Shelby County Office of Planning and Development, established the
“South Main Area Plan” (Center City Commission, 1987). This plan was a part of the larger
“South Central Business Improvement District Comprehensive Plan,” or “South CBID,” which
aimed at helping “cure problems related to the area’s functional obsolescence, incompatible land
uses and deteriorating urban context” (Memphis and Shelby County Office of Planning and
Development, 2002, p.1). Some of the central goals of the South CBID included:
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•

Provide a strategy for orderly growth and redevelopment

•

Create a vibrant sports and entertainment component for downtown

•

Enhance traffic network to support downtown gateways and new development

•

Encourage an aesthetically pleasing character and create neighborhoods in which people
share a sense of belonging (Memphis and Shelby County Office of Planning and
Development, 2002, p. 2).
Despite these wide-ranging aims, arguably its most important function would be its role

in establishing a physical barrier between the neighborhoods of SoMa and South Memphis. The
redistricting lines of the South CBID study area would bisect both neighborhoods neatly along
E.H. Crump Boulevard. This action would have economic and social implications that would
affect both areas in the decades to follow. While SoMa would flourish into a vibrant, upscale
community, the development of South Memphis would go on to take a different, less fruitful
route. This is not to say that the neighborhood of South Memphis would be completely
neglected, as attempts at revitalization were taking place as early as 1983 (Smith, 1983). In fact,
several “third sector” and non-profit initiatives, including the “South Memphis Citizens United
for Action,” a local neighborhood advocacy organization, began a number of grassroots
initiatives and partnerships with city representatives to revitalize the area (Hubbell, 1996). In
local popular press, several news articles headlined the landscape around the area in the early
1980s through the mid-1990s:
“City Plans New Look for Area” – Commercial Appeal, August 1983
“Plan Lifts Neighborhood Hopes” – Commercial Appeal, March 1994
“South Memphis Seeks Boost” – Commercial Appeal, March 1996
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While these early efforts proved effective in mobilizing community members and
generating momentum and energy, they suffered from maintaining consistent partnerships and
investment backing. Transitioning into the new millennium, South Memphis would undergo its
most valiant attempt at neighborhood revitalization to date with the “Revitalization Initiative,” an
urban renewal plan spearheaded by then mayor W.W. Herenton in 2004, which aimed at building
and sustaining “a robust community by creating safe, secure, clean ‘neighborhoods of choice’ for
all citizens” (Webb, 2004, p.1). Overall, the plan “identified 25 neighborhoods targeted for
improvement of infrastructure” (Webb, 2004, p. 9A). The first phase of the initiative targeted the
Soulsville USA neighborhood (a historic community in South Memphis which included the
revitalization of the STAX Music Museum and the College Park area, which houses the historic
black college Lemoyne-Owen) (Webb, 2004). However, despite ambitious aims, subsequent
phases of the plan would not materialize, leaving the neighborhood largely disinvested and
blighted through the turn of the century. A combination of a lack of backing from private
investors in addition to general concerns about violent crime and safety of the area led investors
astray from financing future development projects.
For residents of the South Memphis neighborhood, any form of comprehensive
revitalization effort would not come until 2009 with the launch of the South Memphis
Revitalization Action Plan (SoMeRAP). Seeking to build upon the momentum generated by
previous development initiatives earlier in the decade, several community representatives,
including St. Andrew African Methodist Episcopal (AME) Church, The Works, Inc., Self-Tucker
Architects (a minority-owned, place-based architectural firm in South Memphis), the Consilience
Group (a consulting firm aimed at fostering services and resources for local Memphians facing
social and economic disadvantage) and the University of Memphis Departments of
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Anthropology and Urban Planning came together in the summer of 2008, with additional support
from the Hyde Family Foundation (a Memphis-based philanthropic organization) to form the
South Memphis Renaissance Collaborative (SMRC). This collective of community, faith-based
and academic institutions was aimed at “designing and implementing innovative economic and
community development projects to strengthen the wealth and vitality of the South Memphis
neighborhood” (South Memphis Revitalization Action Plan, 2009, p.2). Recognizing the
importance of involving other public, private and non-profit organizations, the SMRC created the
SoMeRAP Steering Committee in the fall of 2009, which included “membership from twentytwo area businesses, religious institutions, service organizations, and civic associations” (South
Memphis Revitalization Action Plan, 2009, p. 1).
Seeing the economic and social benefits to be gleaned from working collaboratively, the
overall neighborhood improvement goal of the SoMeRAP was:
To transform South Memphis into one of our region’s premier urban
neighborhoods of choice by mobilizing local residents, institutions, and their
allies to implement a comprehensive economic and community development
strategy promoting healthy living, lifelong-learning, local entrepreneurship, job
training, innovative youth and family services, green building and design,
cooperative problem-solving, alternative transportation, excellence in urban
design and public and private development partnerships.
Mapping the Influence: Intersecting Discourse Cycles
In nexus analysis, Scollon and Scollon (2004) note that “invisible” discourses tend to
only be visible by mapping discourse cycles away from the event one is analyzing. At the
SMFM, the five most significant cycles of discourse were: 1) The Works, Inc./St. Andrew AME;
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2) SoMeRAP community partners; 3) The University of Memphis; 4) zoning ordinances of
South CBID Plan and 5) South Memphis Renaissance Collaborative (SMRC).

Figure 8. SMFM semiotic ecosystem
Similar to the previous chapter, in Figure 8 above, the blue box represents the social
practice of shopping at the market, with each intersecting cycle of discourse marked in
descending order of significance by size and color. For example, the two largest circles (i.e. most
significant discourses) are the Works, Inc./St. Andrew AME Church and the SoMeRAP
community partners (red), followed by the University of Memphis Department of Urban
Planning (yellow), the South Central Business Improvement District Plan (purple) and the
wealthy investors and South Memphis Renaissance Collaborative (light blue). During the
formative stages of the market, the two red discourse cycles were the most instrumental in setting
the foundation for the market’s establishment and long-term sustainability in the neighborhood.
For example, the combined place-based social justice work of St. Andrew and broader AME
community and neighborhood development projects of the Works, Inc. developed the “place” for
the market to flourish by reshaping its physical location and neighboring area (as noted above,
St. Andrew AME purchased the brick-and-mortar building, then an abandoned fish market, to
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prevent further blight and urban decay from encompassing the neighborhood). The combined
influences of participating organizations in the SoMeRAP served as a conduit by which SMFM
norms, shared values and ideals could be fostered and cultivated. For example, organizations
such as Green Leaf Learning Farm, a 2/3 acre USDA-certified organic farm located in the heart
of South Memphis, played a central role in improving food access and changing the culture
around food in the neighborhood by working collaboratively with community members to “grow
food in ways that build community and increase the neighborhood’s access to healthy goods”
(Knowledge Quest, 2019). These two cycles of discourse were undergirded by the role of the
University of Memphis Department of Urban planning in assisting with the preparation and
outreach efforts of the SoMeRAP. Next, the South CBID would ultimately serve as a liminal
barrier separating the SoMa neighborhood from South Memphis. Finally, the establishment of
the South Memphis Renaissance Collaborative spearheaded the vision of the SoMeRAP.
In comparing the economic cycles of exchange at both markets (MFM - DMC/South
Main Area Plan; SMFM - The Works, Inc./SoMeRAP), there are unique differences which
inform the trajectory of both developments. To begin, although both markets secured funding
through a variety of external sources, the MFM relied primarily on personal connections within
the social networks of the resident founders (i.e. private donors, wealthy citizens) to fund the
market, while the SMFM relied more on “third sector” and community-based non-profit
organizations. This difference had material and discursive implications throughout the
development of both spaces. As noted in the previous chapter, the unspoken routines and
hegemonic norms at the MFM emerged out of a California-centric farmers market philosophy
and value system that was external to SoMa, and as a result, the market was not reflective of the
traditional heritage of the area or city. At the SMFM, most of the organizations that assisted in its
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creation had deep historical roots in South Memphis and embodied a place-based mission to
support the area. In fact, some of the participating organizations of the SoMeRAP, such as
Monumental Baptist Church and St. Augustine Roman Catholic Church had legacies that traced
back to the local Civil Rights Movement in South Memphis (South Memphis Revitalization
Action Plan, 2009). Throughout the development of the SoMeRAP (and ultimately the SMFM),
these organizations played an influential role in determining the vision of the plan as well as how
resources were drawn and allocated.
It is at these intersecting discourse cycles by which the current sociospatial landscape of
the SMFM was established. Emanating out of these historical narratives, several overarching
themes emerge. Using these parallel histories as a lens to view the market, the remaining portion
of this analysis examines my empirical data to learn to what degree these emergent themes are
represented within the communicative and cultural practices at the market and if they align with,
deviate from or transform these discourses. Based on my analysis, three key themes emerged
from the data: (1) evocations of religious identity; (2) performances of neighborhood and local
culture; and (3) life circumstance.
Performances of “Good Food” – Mapping the Interaction Order at the SMFM
Neighborhood, Race and Local Culture
A primary component to the interaction order centered on patron performances of
neighborhood and local culture. In the context of the interaction order (Goffman, 1959), a
performance can be described as “making an impression on those present and notably about
asserting oneself (to oneself and to other parties present) that we are who we pretend to be”
(Jacobsen & Kristiansen, 2015, p. 71). At the SMFM, in-group membership was signified by
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conveying a deep sense of connection to the local South Memphis neighborhood, which was
reflected through participant’s descriptions of the SMFM as place and its associated practices.
Patron Motivations and Coding of Space. In my field notes and personal observations,
I noted several ways that patrons signified affiliations to the local South Memphis community,
which were embedded with race and class signifiers. One way that this manifested was through
patrons’ underlying motivations for attending the market. For many of the participants,
attendance at the SMFM represented an almost out-of-body, ethereal connection to the market
and local community. During some of my in-depth interviews, participants described feeling a
sense of enjoyment and comfort while shopping, but when pushed further to describe these
feelings, could not come up with the words to do so. For example, when I asked Dajah to
describe what she enjoys most about shopping at the market, she noted, “It’s because of the
people. It’s something that’s there, and when I come it connects. That’s what it is.” Denise
further highlighted this “feeling” when explaining why she comes to the market: “They know
how to treat you. You know how some people you are dealing with, and they don’t smile at you?
You don’t have to be grinning, but just have a good attitude. And you can feel it!” Similarly, in
describing how the market made her feel comfortable, Cheryl exclaimed “I’m just comfortable!
You seen how long I’ve been sitting out there [laughter]? I’m just comfortable, that’s as far as I
can explain it.”
This observation is important to note because this ineffable “feeling” has been shown to
have strong implications toward whether an individual may choose to participate in a particular
activity or frequent a particular location (Saldahna, 2006; Slocum, 2006; 2007). In the context of
alternative food spaces, it is often these ineffable “feelings” which work to either code a market
or area as welcoming or exclusionary (Guthman, 2008; Alkon & Guthman, 2017). During my
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interviews, most participants that I spoke with mentioned shopping predominately at the SMFM
for their produce, and those that did shop elsewhere did not do so regularly. When I prodded
those individuals further to learn more about why they didn’t frequent other markets across the
city, they alluded to various ways that other markets appeared to be coded differently. For
example, when I asked Shelby to describe her single experience shopping at the downtown
market (MFM), she mentioned how the market appeared more tense and calculated:
Down at the one downtown, they are more watchful and reserved. I could tell that
they were very nice, but they were very watchful and they had people there to
protect things, but they were nice. You could tell that they were being very
tactful, because there was a lot going on.
Similarly, when I asked Diane to describe her experience shopping at the Cooper-Young
farmers market, she characterized it in similar terms to the Black patrons at the MFM–a more
transactional and perfunctory experience which prioritized shopping over social cohesion:
I have attended a market once out here on Cooper… It was accurate and fast, and
it was a lot of different more things that you could choose from and it was pretty
nice out there also…Well I enjoy over here [the SMFM]. Just a lot of different
values over here, different farmers, different people.
In the previous two excerpts above, comparisons of participant experiences at other
nearby farmers markets (i.e. MFM, Cooper-Young) to those at the SMFM connect back to the
discussion in the previous chapter regarding the racial coding of space. Findings from the MFM
highlighted the various ways in which the market was coded both implicitly and explicitly as a
white space through the reproduction of whiteness discourses. Over time, these discourses have
created a hegemonic social order which has worked to maintain the market’s status quo. When I
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asked Douglas why he thought patrons at the SMFM did not frequent the MFM (mainly due to
its close proximity), he theorized that for many local residents, shopping at the MFM carried
racial undertones from the city’s historical past that deterred them from going there. He stated:
“A lot of the older Black folks in this area haven’t felt comfortable going down there [SoMa]
since King was assassinated.”
Another reason participants felt comfortable shopping at the SMFM was due to its
commitment in providing culturally-relevant foods to the community. As noted above, both the
shopper base and broader South Memphis community are majority Black (97 percent and 96.85
percent, respectively) (Hicks & Lambert-Pennington, 2014; U.S. Census, American Community
Survey, 2015). For many of the participants that I spoke with, having foods that were in
alignment with their cultural heritage played a central role in where they decided to shop for
food. For instance, Reba, who was without transportation and regularly walked to the market,
described how important it was to her that the SMFM carried culturally-relevant produce:
You know, certain people, we as Black people, not singling us out, but its certain
things that we use and he [the store manager] has it in here. Because I’ve asked
him ‘do you think that you are going to have greens before Sunday?’ ‘Well if you
come on Saturday, I’ll have them for you.’ If you need cabbage and there is none
here, before the week is out, he’s gonna make sure that you have that cabbage.
These sentiments were also reflected more broadly in the community’s cultural
identification to the Mid-South region. For instance, when asked to describe what makes the
SMFM so appealing to its customers, Keith similarly mentioned the market’s commitment to
providing foods that are cultural staples for its members:
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I think that it’s a feeling. I think that they offer produce to this community that we
eat. They don’t offer some exotic fruit – they don’t do mangoes, or jackfruit, it is
something that is more suited to our community diet-wise.
Performances of Place-Based Practices. At the SMFM, there were several place-based
performances unique to the surrounding neighborhood where the market is located. This was
reflected both in my personal observations and conversations with participants. For example, one
unique characteristic about the SMFM consumer base is that many patrons did not have access to
transportation (one of the findings that came out of the SoMeRAP was that over one-third of
residents did not have access to a vehicle) (R. Austin, personal communication, July 24, 2018).
Additionally, due to the neighborhood’s poor built environment (e.g. the neighborhood scored a
5.96 out of 60 on the walkability index, which is a measure of how friendly an area is to walking,
which include various factors such as “the presence or absence and quality of footpaths and
sidewalks, traffic and road conditions, land use patterns, building accessibility, and safety”), any
form of outside physical activity or “non-vehicle” transportation was also a challenge (Center for
Applied Earth Science and Engineering Research, 2017).
One way that the participants alleviated this challenge was by forming walking groups.
This strategy allowed patrons to look out for one another–in the process making previously
unsafe routes more accessible, while at the same time generating a sense of community.
Colloquially described as “the walkers” by in-group members, this cohort of patrons (which were
comprised of mostly senior citizens) all lived within walking distance of the market and
sometimes walked up to three miles to attend the market every Thursday. In the context of the
interaction order, these norms helped to code the market as locally situated, as only those
individuals living within reasonable distance of the market would feasibly be able to walk there
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during operating hours. Given the racial demographics of South Memphis, these norms also
coded the market as a Black space. When I spoke with Sheree (one of “the walkers”), she
discussed the integral role that the market played within this particular cohort of customers:
It’s something like a meeting place for some of us that walk, a lot of the walkers,
it’s a meeting place for us because we get a chance to “well, I didn’t see you last
week!” “Girl, where you going the week before last?” A lot of times I can come
down here and walk and meet the girls and we sit for a spell because a lot of us
are old and tired, so we get a chance to sit for a spell and then we go on.
Similarly, when I asked Lisa, another member of “the walkers” to describe the core set of
values at the market, she highlighted the market’s emphasis on the local community and its
convenient location within the neighborhood.
I think that [the SMFM] upholds the community. It helps keep the community
thriving because, with the market being here we don’t have to go way to Kroger
or way to Cash Saver or something like that, so we get a chance to get stuff right
here. And by me being a walker, I appreciate it because it’s in my walking area.
Old people can’t walk that far.
Overall, links to the neighborhood and its various locales were made clear during my
conversations with participants. Examples included referencing major streets and venues across
South Memphis. The excerpts below highlight the participants’ close proximity within the
neighborhood.
“I live in the neighborhood. I live over by South Parkway so it's a little closer to
me.” – Denise
“I grew up right down here, right down the street in South Memphis” – Reginald
115

“Yeah, I've been in South Memphis for years. I was born here.” – Glenn
“It’s close, in our residential area, about 10 minutes walk.” – Diane
“I have rode bikes and walked up to here many of times. I don't live right here,
but in my younger days I did. [When] They came in with the vegetable market
and the fruit market, it was a big change for the whole neighborhood.” – Keith
“If you are looking for certain things at certain markets, you might could find it
here. You don’t have to be going way out of town in you don’t have any
transportation, like I am one of those individuals.” – Tenisha
Further links to the South Memphis neighborhood and community were established
through various instantiations of pride and activism by local residents. Many of the participants
came from families of multiple generations that were raised in the neighborhood. Having a deep
understanding of the local context, they saw the creation of the SMFM as a form of social justice
and way to mobilize community members and felt personally invested in its success. When I
asked Denise, who was born and raised in South Memphis, to describe what positive changes she
has seen in the neighborhood over the past several years, she cited the creation of the SMFM as
one of the major transformations:
Some of the major changes is this market, it shows that somebody cares. To be
out it in the middle of this place, in the middle of this crime, it shows that
somebody cares. That's all people want to know, is that somebody else cares.
Diane, who was also a resident of South Memphis, echoed these assertions. Growing up
and currently living in the neighborhood, she witnessed firsthand the numerous challenges that
local residents faced. When describing the impact of the SMFM on the community, she
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mentioned how she saw the market as combating food injustice and providing an integral service
for residents.
A lot people can't read, and you are dealing with poverty and a lot of people are
less educated so when you start to show people the difference then that is when
you are making the progress. It is a food injustice. I can tell you that because if I
want to “shop shop,” I have to go clear across town. These people around here, I
don't want to say all of them, but probably a majority of them don't even have cars
and a vehicle to get here so they walk here. They knew that something was going
on in here that was helping the situation. If anything can help the situation, it is
this place right here!
Evocations of Religious Identity
At the SMFM, shoppers drew on multiple identities which helped to signify their ingroup membership. Of these intersecting characteristics, a prominent theme that emerged from
the data centered on participants evocation of a religious identity, which was embodied through
straightforward ties to the church and the SoMeRAP/SMRC mission and religious
understandings of health-related issues.
Straightforward Ties to the Church. As noted above, the SMFM emerged out of the
SoMeRAP, which was the result of planned efforts from the South Memphis Renaissance
Collaborative (SMRC), a faith-based initiative under the umbrella of the St. Andrew AME
Church. In tracing the origins of the SMRC, there was a central faith-based component that
played a prominent role in the research, planning and design activities throughout the creation of
the market.
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In the South Memphis community, several different religious institutions have roots
within the neighborhood, many of which have long histories of providing critical social services
and advocating social justice for the underserved in the community (South Memphis
Revitalization Action Plan, 2009). Of these, one of the community’s most involved religious
congregations is the St. Andrew AME Church. Founded in 1865, St. Andrew has an active
membership of more than 1,700 members and has contributed toward the initiation of more than
35 social ministries under their organizational umbrella – The Saint (South Memphis
Revitalization Action Plan, 2009). The church maintains outreach programs aimed at community
engagement and empowerment, such as the Ernestine Rivers Childcare Center, the Circles of
Success Learning Academic, the Family Life Center and The Works, Inc. (South Memphis
Revitalization Action Plan, 2009).
Several participants identified the market’s connection to St. Andrew and the local faithbased community as a primary driver for their motivations to shop there. When I asked Ethel
how she first heard about the market, she mentioned the volunteer work that she does at the St.
Andrew Church:
See I work with church over there [points across the street to St. Andrew]. I was
coming every Wednesday. That’s how I got to know them. But it’s been about a
year. I used to come every Tuesday and Wednesday, and I would help with them
over there, sometimes lead the prayer… and I still participate with the church.
Similarly, when I asked Delilah her primary interest for attending the market, she also
cited the market’s connection to the faith-based community and the St. Andrew Church:
I come here because what St. Andrew's has got going on is extremely positive –
because all that stuff that is going on over there they are taking care of it. Matter
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of fact, they are taking care of the community themselves. So, I think that's the
biggest asset in this community is the church because I'm sure that they are
responsible for this [the SMFM] and everything else that's positive that is going
on.
Historically, the African-American church has held a place of spiritual, political,
economic, social, and cultural significance (Carter-Edwards et al., 2012). African-American
churches serve a vital role and are a trusted resource to their members and surrounding
communities (Carter-Edwards et al. 2012). Past research has shown that churches often serve as
the first source of health promotion in low-income and minority communities (Goldmon &
Roberson Jr., 2004) and African-American churches have become popular partners for health
promotion programs and research studies targeting African-American populations (Resnicow et
al., 2000; Flegal, Carroll, Ogden & Johnson, 2002). Research suggests that churches not only
affect intrapersonal factors related to health (e.g. beliefs and attitudes), but also interpersonal
ones (e.g. relationships and social norms) within the church and surrounding community (Cohen,
Scribner & Farley, 2000).
In my field notes and personal observations, I remarked on the various ways in which the
participant’s evocation of a religious identity not only fostered personal motivations for attending
the market, but also promoted interpersonal relationships and reinforced social norms by
functioning as a symbolic pillar within the community. One of the goals of the SoMeRAP
highlighted “The potential for mobilizing the human, financial, and facilities resources of
additional local congregations and connecting these institutions to the rapidly growing suburban
churches that are seeking meaningful forms of urban outreach and service” (South Memphis
Revitalization Action Plan, 2009, p. 53). In alignment with this mission statement, participants
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saw the market as making these connections by serving a way to promote the wide-ranging local
faith-based community. In the excerpt below, Elroy described how he sees the importance of the
market in the community:
It’s relevant that this [the SMFM] is upheld so that the church does not see
deterioration in the community. The church has a house that provides food and
clothing on Wednesday nights for people that may need assistance, so the market
can help people feel that the church is a part of this market, which could possibly
help in the ministry in both the market and in the church and help grow our
church as well as the community and allow the church to be a staple in the
community and make people feel that this [the SMFM] is a faith-based operation.
Religious Understandings of Health. In addition to providing an underlying motivation
to attend the market and symbolic pillar within the community, many of the participants’
religious identities provided them a sense of agency in understanding their own personal health.
During my conversations, participants gave several examples of how they measured health
outcomes through the context of a religious belief system. In one example, participants used the
concept of “blessings” as a way to interpret health-related problems and understand health
results. For example, during my conversation with Delilah, she told me about her experience
losing a lot of weight recently as a result of changing her diet. In the excerpt below, when I asked
her how supportive her social network had been in reinforcing her positive diet-related
behaviors, she correlated their attitudes and capacity to lose weight themselves as a result of
being “blessed” women:
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Andrew: Do you find with your social circles it’s hard to have support – people
might be like “oh, why are you losing weight?” or “why are you doing this?” or
do you feel supported in your social circles?
Delilah: Oh, I feel so supported! So many people are just coming up and
complimenting me – because, actually, to tell you the truth, a lot of people now
are trying to get theirself [sic] together. And I’m in a circle where they are trying
to get themselves together, and they have come over [to seek advice about weight
loss]. They are in a pretty good position, and they are blessed women, you know
what I’m saying? Not rich women, but blessed women.
The concept of “blessings” also emerged in negotiating and interpreting intersections of
diet and health. This finding was particularly emphasized surrounding the topic of pork
consumption, a highly polarizing topic during the interviews. Without any preempting,
participants held strong opinions on the topic, with most seeing the meat as unhealthy and
deleterious to their health. Within the African-American community, pork has a rich cultural
legacy. A mainstay in many contemporary soul food dishes, pork was a staple of the original
slave diet. During times of slavery, slaves were forced to eat the animal parts that their masters
threw away, which included, among other things, pig jowls, gizzards, tails and feet (Margo &
Steckel, 1982). Historically, pork is recognized as a major part of African-American cultural
heritage and its significance has been carried across generations. However, in recent years, as
pork has become demonized as an unhealthy food and correlated with health problems such as
heart disease and increased cancer risk, many African-Americans have sought to curb their
consumption (Bronzato & Durante, 2017; Aykan, 2015).
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In my field notes, I remarked on an overall sense of ambivalence among participants as it
pertained to pork consumption; on the one hand, they were aware of the purported health-related
problems associated with pork, while on the other hand recognized its cultural significance and
wanted to honor their cultural heritage. Some participants swore off pork altogether, such as
Tiana, who when I asked what sparked her diet change to more plant-based foods, correlated her
pork consumption to her devolving health: “Pork is not good for you, and I used to eat it until I
got high blood pressure.” For those that did consume pork, however, one way that they made
amends with this ambivalence was through “blessing” the meat. In the excerpt below, Delilah
describes how blessing pork can prevent poor health outcomes:
Pork, it’s really not, it’s really just not good for you, but if you bless it – and you
know what? My Bishop, Bishop Ingram, before he died – he used to eat pork – I
said I know what to do, and you know what, he could eat it and he wouldn’t have
blood pressure trouble. You got to know how! I can cook it, and you won’t have
no high blood pressure, because I know how to fix it.
During my personal observations, I remarked how this concept of “blessing” was in many
ways deeper than a simple figure of speech or colloquial term within the community, but rather
functioned as a resistive agency strategy for participants by offering an alternative lens by which
to define, measure and negotiate their own lived realities in relation to health. Due to myriad
structural barriers and constraints placed on the residents of South Memphis, dominant
approaches toward seeking and interpreting health information (e.g. access to education, health
literacy levels) are often limited. However, by tapping into an alternative lens grounded in a
faith-based philosophy, participants at the market were able to rethink traditional approaches (i.e.
biomedical) toward conceptualizing health. Referencing the previous example of pork, in the
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excerpt below Mary Sue describes her son’s ambivalence toward pork consumption, which was
assuaged through her “blessing” of the meat.
My son, when he comes from California, they don’t even eat pork at all. But now,
since he’s been back in Memphis, he loves pork chops, but he don’t want to eat
them, because they are bad for you. But you know what, he loves pork chops! IF
you know how to cook it, he will eat them. I can fix some neckbones and I
guarantee you will love them. IF you bless it… they will not be considered
unhealthy.
Life Circumstance
For many of the market patrons, their underlying motivations for shopping at the SMFM
were driven by a recent health scare or chronic health-related problem that they had experienced.
Nearly all participants that I spoke with were managing multiple comorbidities, and their
involvement at the market was a direct result of guidance they had been given by their health
care provider to eat and live more healthily. As noted in the introduction, the neighborhood of
South Memphis has experienced significant blight and disinvestment in recent decades, resulting
in several deleterious consequences for its residents, including an uptick in rates of poverty,
lifestyle-related diseases and a disintegrating built environment. At the SMFM, significations of
lifestyle-related health challenges represented the prototypical shopper and marked their in-group
membership. Diana, who recently had a stent placed in her body, discussed with me how the
convenience of the market helps her be active while at the same time not overwork her body:
I have a stent now, and I know this is where I can come and get my vegetables
from and be fresh so that keeps me from having to go to different places and take
more of my energy which I’m not supposed to be using all of my energy up. So
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it’s better for my health because I get to burn energy when I go to the market and
then get in what I need to keep healthy.
As noted above, the average age of patrons at the SMFM was 51 and most were original
residents of the neighborhood. For many, the combination of growing up in the area’s poor built
environment and an overall lack of access to social resources has taken a toll on their health.
According to the Shelby County Health Department (2015), rates of obesity, heart disease and
diabetes are all above the national average in South Memphis. Among participants in my study,
diabetes appeared to be the most common health problem, with many describing their diabetesspecific health challenges. Research has shown that incidence rates of diabetes are positively
correlated with food insecurity, low social capital and poor built environment (Gucciardi,
Vahabi, Norris, Del Monte & Farnum, 2014; Moradi, Nasehi, Asadi-Lari & Khamseh, 2017;
Pasala, Rao & Sridhar, 2010).
Throughout my conversations, participants described various ways that shopping at the
SMFM allowed them to better manage their diabetes-related health conditions. In the excerpt
below, Glenn, who was a Type-I diabetic, described why he shopped at the market:
One thing, I'm a diabetic and I have to eat plenty of fruits and vegetables and stuff
because it's good for my health. I come here because they have better quality and
fresh fruits–fruits straight from the garden and it's better because they pick them.
Regina, who also had dietary restrictions due to her Type-I diabetes, echoed these
assertions. Having to limit her overall fruit consumption, she discussed the market’s high quality
of products as a primary factor in helping her make better choices.
I do fruit, and I'm a diabetic so I have to be extremely careful about my diet.
When I come to the market, I'm looking for stuff like the muscadines and then I'll
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do the watermelons, which is I know is really sweet. The peaches and plums are
way fresher than any market; any Kroger, any of them. This stuff out here is rare,
and a lot of people simply don't know.
In addition to providing access to a brick-and-mortar facility to shop for healthy foods,
many participants also saw shopping at the market as a form of self-empowerment and way to
enact personal agency in that it allowed them to become more educated about their own health
and self-reflexive of their surrounding social circumstances. For example, Reba, who was also a
Type-I diabetic, used the market’s cooking classes to educate herself about nutrition and form an
alternative lens for interpreting her own health so that she could prevent adopting her family’s
epigenetic health challenges.
I try to keep my diet in line because I have been diabetic, believe it or not, for 28
years and of course food is going to be my number one thing. I took a class here
also. I took a cooking class and it really really encouraged me to get in-depth to
my diet. Also, like I said, my family has a history of diabetes which means that
the eating habits weren't good. Most of them have Type II diabetes, which has a
whole lot to do with the weight and all that. High blood pressure is also part of the
diet, so coming from a family like that I have always been kind of curious and
step outside the box to educate myself on these things and possibly why I haven't
had any major issues with my diabetes.
Conclusion
This chapter explored the norms, values and practices at the SMFM. The historical
narratives of the SMFM and the South Memphis neighborhood illustrated that the central idea
behind the market, including the nexus of original founders, their historical bodies and
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ideological presuppositions that were largely grounded in a context local to the community and
its residents. In the context of Goffman’s (1959) interaction order, the findings suggest that,
overall, the communicative and cultural practices at the SMFM were in alignment with the
historical underpinnings of the neighborhood.
Through evocations of a religious identity, patrons marked their in-group membership
through signifying connections back to St. Andrew AME Church and the local faith-based
community. These evocations reflected the historical narrative of the market by tracing back to
the SoMeRAP and the greater SMRC mission. By drawing on their religious identity,
participants enacted agency through fostering an alternative lens for interpreting their health.
Market norms were also reflected in performances of neighborhood and local culture.
Instantiations of comfort, familiarity and local knowledge coded the market spatially among
participants. Along these lines, several practices associated with the SMFM (e.g. the “Walkers”)
emerged as a result of the neighborhood’s unique attributes (e.g. low walkability). Further, the
interaction order at the market was grounded in collective experiences of a health scare of life
circumstance. In particular, participants shared experiences with diabetes-related health
problems, which was as a common theme across the data.
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CHAPTER 6
CONCLUSION
In this dissertation, I explored both the complexities and transformative potential of
“Good Food” networks to contribute to more just and sustainable food practices. Analyzing two
disparate farmers market locations in Memphis, Tennessee as nexuses of practice, I examined the
embodied performances, roles, rituals, attitudes and beliefs at each market to understand emic
views of traditions and collective norms and learn to what degree these communicative and
cultural practices align with, deviate from or transform the historical discourses present in each
neighborhood, and how those discourses connect back to larger inequities in the food system. In
doing so, it revealed that, overall, the communicative and cultural practices at each market were
in alignment with the historical underpinnings of each neighborhood and market founders, which
resulted in each market developing into different nexuses of practice. This chapter will provide
an overview of the project, including the methodological and theoretical underpinnings along
with a discussion of key findings.
Overview of the Dissertation
Emanating from the counter-culture and back-to-the-land movements of the late 1960s
and early 1970s, most of today’s food activism in the United States is centered on finding
alternative solutions to the conventional system (Guthman, 2008). As modern agribusiness and
global food production continue the path towards industrialization and corporatization, a number
of oppositional frameworks have emerged in response to transform these practices. Under the
banner of “good food,” the GFM has gained traction as a viable alternative to the current system.
Overall, the movement is based on the critique of industrial agriculture as environmentally,
socially and economically destructive (Alkon, 2012). Emphasizing democratic values and equal
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access, establishments such as farmers markets and community-supported agriculture programs
(CSAs) are regularly lauded for their ability to help build community and promote participatory
democracy, while simultaneously serving as spaces of contestation against a globalized food
system (Kloppenberg, Henrickson & Stevenson, 1996).
However, despite the numerous developments that have resulted from the GFM’s
emergence, much of its success has been hampered by a lack of unified voice, often serving as a
site for disagreement by scholars and activists that argue its rhetoric promises more than it
delivers. These critiques are wide-ranging, and include: issues of accessibility and privilege,
overreliance on market-based solutions, lack of cultural inclusivity, and problematic attachments
to racial/social politics (Burdick, 2014). In fact, many critics suggest that the GFM reinforces
much of the same ideology that it aims to resist (Allen & Guthman, 2006; Holt-Giménez &
Shattuck, 2011; Guthman, 2011; Alkon & Guthman, 2017).
The purpose of this dissertation was to investigate how social actions at the micro-level
became interconnected with larger-scale discourses (e.g. food system, Memphis history). To do
so, I investigated how alternative food communities organized in two disparate neighborhoods in
Memphis with unique cultural and historical contexts. Past research has shown that
neighborhood-level research offers a lens to understand how community members navigate their
food environments in ways that might not be accessible in broader contexts (i.e. state, region)
(Reese, 2019).
The methodological and theoretical frameworks that guided this project were nexus
analysis. This perspective was paramount to the development of this study for several reasons.
First, nexus analysis allowed me to better measure and understand intersecting elements of
culture, power, inequality, meaning construction, agency and voice as they occurred throughout
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the sample of empirical data. Second, by understanding discourse as a form of social action,
nexus analysis served as an effective framework for me to address underlying causes of food
access and health inequality issues in Memphis and offer more effective and relevant solutions.
Lastly, the activist element of nexus analysis added a level of uniqueness to this project, as this
approach positioned me as an active participant and representative voice in the phenomena that I
am studying.
The primary data collection tool was in-depth, semi-structured interviews. I interviewed
30 total participants (15 at each market location). The interviews were recorded on a passwordprotected smartphone and transcribed verbatim later. Additionally, participant observations and
field notes were recorded continuously throughout the one year duration of the project (including
during interviews) emphasizing a reflexive approach (Madison, 2005). Data included individual
hand-written field notes, audio recorded voice memos and transcription from the audio
interviews.
Discussion of Findings
This dissertation was centered around two central research problems: at the macro level, I
investigated power, privilege and access in the context of food systems, and how those systems
work to marginalize low-income communities and communities of color and contribute to dietrelated health disparities; and at the meso and micro levels, I investigated the construction of
race, space and inequality in Memphis, using food and dietary disparities as an entry point.
Based on my interest in local food and nutrition issues in Memphis, my training as a rhetorician
and critical health communication scholar and my own personal background, I sought out to
create a project that had clear methodological and empirical goals. Using farmers markets as an
entry point to explore community-level food access, I identified a set of questions centered
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around how participants navigate their local food environments. In this section, I discuss the key
empirical findings from this project. Aligning with the central critiques of the GFM in Chapter
Two, I answer the research questions through the lens of broader racial ideologies and
neoliberalism.
Using nexus analysis, I was able to draw several conclusions about how neoliberal and
racial ideologies shaped each market’s specific nexus of practice. Regarding the investigation of
the latter, there were stark differences in the ways that constructs of race materialized across both
markets. Despite being fewer than five miles away from one another, the fundamental
differences in how each market approached business and community building had a major
influence on how race emerged materially and discursively within both nexuses of practice. For
example, the MFM largely constituted a white space, both explicitly and implicitly, not only
because of the representative zip code data of white patrons that frequented the market, but
because the interaction order embodied a set of cultural practices that reflected white histories
and lived realities. Previous work by Guthman (2008) suggests that GFM spaces “conform to
white ideals” by displaying a cultural dimension of whiteness (Frankenberg, 1993; Alkon, 2012).
As described by Frankenberg (1993), whiteness “carries with it a set of ways of being in the
world, a set of cultural practices often not named as ‘white’ by white folks, but looked upon
instead as ‘American’ or ‘normal’” (p. 4).
One way that this emerged at the MFM was through idealistic portrayals of nature.
During my interactions, patrons routinely connected market norms with tropes of health and
beauty, describing tropes in alignment with “putting your hands in the soil” and “getting your
hands dirty.” By adopting such universalizing understandings of farming and agriculture, these
discourses worked to center white cultural experiences and obscure contributions and cultural
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histories of other groups. Further, the neighborhood’s high-skill, high-wage creative-knowledge
worker population along with its predominately progressive cultural and political leanings coded
the market as white, middle/upper class and counter-cultural, aligning with the consumption
habits of post-1970s Bay Area cuisine, which combined “1960s counter culture” with “the
nouveau rich of the 1980s.”
Whiteness also manifested at the MFM through participant’s invoking European
standards of health and beauty. Many of the underlying assumptions of health and healthy eating
practices among patrons (e.g. individual choice, self-restraint) were grounded in a Eurocentric
worldview. For instance, many European-based theoretical models used to measure health are
often based in “biomedical individualism,” which treats individuals in the abstract, divorced
from context and environment, free to “choose” the health they want; other groups, particularly
those considered to be at higher risk for chronic disease, “consist merely of summed individuals
who exist without culture or history” (Fee & Krieger, 1993, p. 1481). By adopting this
perspective as a universalizing lens to understand participation at the market, the interaction
order at the MFM constructed a normative standard in relation to eating habits and body size.
This notion was epitomized by the quote from MFM patron Michael regarding the superior
eating habits of European people: “Europe is full of skinny people. It’s because of what they
eat.”
European discourses of food and health were also constructed as a result of the MFM’s
connection between local and haute cuisine. During my conversation with Kelly, one of the
market founders, she described to me how from the very beginnings of the market, the planning
committee went out of their way to publicize the MFM’s relationships with many of the high-end
restaurants and notable chefs in the city, many of whom employed variations of the “California
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French” tradition made popular by celebrity chef Alice Waters and other Bay-Area restaurateurs
(Alkon, 2012). Today, elite local chefs and restaurants are featured prominently in the MFM’s
marketing materials (e.g. Farm Fest auction dinner) as well as vendors at the market, including a
wide mix of European influences from French, Italian and Greek cuisines.
At the SMFM, spatial and discursive patterns of race were more complex and nuanced,
reflecting blackness in some contexts and whiteness in others. Corporeally, the market
represented a black space with little association to the cultural and historical dimensions of
whiteness present at the MFM. For example, in tracing the historical bodies of the market
founders in addition to my conversations with market patrons, other than the economic model of
the market itself (as an “alternative”), I observed no direct connections to the early back-to-theland and counter-culture activism movements in the 1960s which birthed the GFM. This
observation may be due, perhaps, to the cultural legacy of the movement itself. The story of
alternative food in the U.S. has largely been a California story, and one that is reflective of the
white cultural histories and ideals from the pioneers of the movement. Unlike the founders of the
MFM, who were able to connect early GFM ideology to their connections in California and
white cultural heritage, original residents in South Memphis with generations connecting back to
the South were unable able to relate to the movement’s regional and ideological perspectives.
Overall, most of the leadership at the SMFM (aside from the market manager), including
the board of directors at the Works, Inc., the market steering committee and the leaders of the St.
Andrew AME Church were African-American. This was also the case at the market as well, as
most of the patrons, volunteer staff, vendors and community liaisons were African-American.
Recently, several projects have documented the ways in which Black food spaces serve to
promote self-reliance and resist spaces of power embedded in dominant structures of the food
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system. In some cases, this played out at the SMFM, as the market (and The Grocer more
specifically) created a space where marginalized individuals had a place to secure healthy food
options in a way that was safe and socially acceptable. However, despite these spaces of
empowerment, the market did not resist whiteness altogether.
Unlike at the MFM, where market values, philosophies and physical bodies were coded
white, whiteness at the SMFM was more backgrounded and only emerged in specific contexts.
For example, during my year of fieldwork, the only times that I saw the clustering of white
bodies (Saldahna, 2006) was either when white church congregations would stop by the market
to meet with SMFM management during missionary work or when white non-profit food activist
groups would come to the market and collect survey-based research. These findings align with
other work examining the raced dynamics of the GFM (Guthman, 2008; 2011), and suggests that
even in cases where markets are culturally coded as black spaces, surveillance efforts and the
overall leadership of the GFM remains grounded in West-centric, data-driven approaches to
health and measured in accordance with white, Eurocentric standards.
When it came to the investigation of how neoliberalism shaped both nexuses of practice,
I often found it to be a messy and difficult construct to measure throughout this project, mainly
because when studying institutions within a capitalist society, virtually everything can be
embedded under the umbrella of neoliberalism. However, I did uncover several insights as it
pertained to how both markets navigated their complicity in the “neoliberal paradox.” The
SMFM in particular provided a unique canvas to observe the complexities that come with
addressing food access within the uneven structuring of a neoliberal economy. One place where
this manifested was the prohibitive sanctions of the SFMNP program. The program, which
provides senior citizens living in Shelby County who receive food stamps seven $5 vouchers
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each year that they can redeem at eligible farmers markets, was a major element to the market’s
viability, both among patrons and vendors. In fact, during some of my informal conversations,
patrons colloquially referred to the SMFM as the “voucher market.”
However, due to policy mandates from the USDA Food and Nutrition Service (FNS),
SFMNP recipients were only allowed to spend the vouchers during the months of July and
August. During these months, the “voucher season” saw throngs of local South Memphis
residents descend on the market, often creating lines that tailed around the building. Combined
with the lively music, abundance of food samples and at-capacity cooking classes, the scene
highlighted the unbridled potential of what GFM spaces in South Memphis could represent.
However, as soon as September 1st came around, marking the end of the voucher season, the
market quickly dissipated, often with fewer than 20 patrons showing up throughout the entire
market day. During the season that I volunteered, the market ended up ceasing operations one
month earlier than normal due to lack of business.
Many advocates of the GFM state that the creation of alternative markets outside of the
dominant system generates community agency while providing more direct links between farmer
and consumer. At the SMFM, this was true in some ways. Working within a neoliberal structure
ascribed The Works, Inc., as a community development corporation, the collective agency to
purchase the SMFM’s brick-and-mortar facility, create third sector coalitions to fund and operate
the market, provide healthy fruits and vegetables to the South Memphis community in a way that
subverted the dominant food system, mobilize community members, stimulate the local economy
and create market opportunities for local farmers. On the other hand, working within a neoliberal
system in many ways created the harsh circumstances to begin with by creating “higher
production costs, lack of centralized distribution infrastructure, relative lack of government
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support, the costs of industrial production that are externalized (put onto others), and, often,
fewer economies of scale” (Neff, Palmer, McKenzie & Lawrence, 2009, p. 289).
Another example of the complexity of working within a neoliberal system came during
the planning and development stages of the SMFM. One of the central findings that came out of
Chapter Five was that the overall development of the market, including norms, values and
philosophies, represented founders who were grounded in the local community. As noted above,
most of the SoMeRAP participating institutions upheld a place-based mission to support the
community with some organizations having roots leading back to the Civil Rights movement.
Based on my conversations with other community public health researchers and practitioners in
Memphis, the SMFM held a reputation as a paragon for how to address community-level food
access. The market has routinely won awards and competitive grants for its ability to combat
structural inequality as a means of reducing food insecurity. Opposite of dominant approaches
that address food access, which are often characterized as linearly constructed, emphasizing
expert driven, top-down interventions which employ leaders who are not reflective of the
communities that they represent, the SMFM has maintained an aura among local community
leaders as being a true resident-led farmers market that emanated solely from the neighborhood
and served as a model for how third sector initiatives can “pick up the slack” where the food
system has left off.
However, the more I investigated the process of how the market was established, I soon
learned, as with most non-profit initiatives in the age of neoliberalism, that the SMFM initiative
was never a “true” grassroots movement from the beginning and was restricted by the competing
goals and interests of its various stakeholders. As noted in Chapter Five, the SoMeRAP consisted
of 22 different public and private organizations, each with their own vision regarding how the
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market should be developed and the allocation of grant funding. During my conversation with
Kevin, one of the original market founders and member of the SoMeRAP steering committee, he
described the challenges that Kyle, the director of the SoMeRAP, faced in trying to appease
competing interests.
I think [Kyle] was in a tough spot, because I think that he genuinely cared about
making this a participatory endeavor and helping folks from the community make
decisions about their neighborhood as it relates to the market, but at the same time
he had grants to write and donors to appease…the goals and preferences of donors
shaped the possibilities and constraints of the market in an even broader way
because they were the ones giving the money, and you know, if the USDA is
going to give you money well then you are going to have to write all of these
reports and show how the money was used…I want to say with things like the
farmers market promotion program, there probably were indicators that you have
to report on like community participation and that kind of thing, but it’s not as if
[the SMFM] was community-led in this idealized notion that people come
together and form a market and it emerges from this communityness. It was a
more traditional sort of like, well, a non-profit wants to start a market because
there is a need for that, they are going to find some money, and it’s going to bring
community members along the way and help them make decisions.
These two examples highlight the complexities that emerge when federal programs “roll
back” provisions and social safety nets (i.e. duration of SFMNP voucher program) and “roll out”
market-based solutions to fill in the gaps where the state has left off (i.e. non-profits) (Peck &
Tickell, 2002). In the context of community-level food justice, previous work has addressed how
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working within a neoliberal structure limits the capacity of community leaders to control
movements, resist co-optation of program messaging on the part of external agents and prevent
the redirection of activist energies into career modes of organizing as opposed to macro-level
organizing (INCITE, 2017). Referred to as the Non-Profit Industrial Complex (NPIC), this
phenomenon dilutes or subverts the original mission of an organization, “which in turn leads to a
loss of the original reasons for their organizational establishment” (Samimi, 2010, p. 17). At the
SMFM, even though the initial idea and planning of the market came from the local community
in which it resided, it was still implicated within the inner workings of the NPIC by having to
appease a variety of competing donor and funder perspectives.
Conversely, the MFM was more straightforward in its neoliberal structuring and did not
have to pledge allegiances to the NPIC in the same way that the SMFM did. This was due,
primarily, to the linear vision and like backgrounds of the market founders. Unlike the SMFM,
who were required to combine funding sources from 22 different organizations, all with very
different perspectives on food access and the role of a farmers market in the community, the
MFM founders were largely monolithic in their views on the local food environment and
perspectives of what a GFM space should look like. For example, most of the MFM founders
shared similar cultural heritages and beliefs about health and food. More importantly, their close
social network allowed them to keep their vision insulated and not reliant on the competing
interests from outside organizations and incentive-based grant funders. This also changed the
realities of food access at both markets. For instance, while both spaces were considered food
deserts by the USDA at the time of their creation, the role of a farmers market in each
neighborhood had very different implications and served very different needs.
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At the SMFM, the market provided an essential social safety net by providing fruits and
vegetables to a neighborhood that otherwise would not have access to them. Conversely, the
MFM’s initial mission was more of an individualist endeavor among the small number of
residents who wanted it (and without the market, would still have the transportation, SES and
enabling social linkages to secure healthy food). As a result, the MFM founders had the agency
to be more selective about who they chose to participate in the vision of the market’s planning
and development. This finding aligns with an emerging body of public health research that
highlights the correlation between social capital and quality of food environment (see Johnson,
Sharkey & Dean, 2010; Kamphuis, Jansen, Mackenbach & van Lenthe, 2015). Social capital is
defined by Kawachi and Berkman (2000) as “those features of social structures–such as levels of
interpersonal trust and norms of reciprocity and mutual aid–which act as resources for
individuals and facilitate collective action” (p. 175). At the MFM, founders were able to combine
their private social resources, shared sense of identity, values and reciprocity to bring a level of
food access to the neighborhood unmatched in other parts of the city and country (the market
was nationally ranked for its large variety of produce). This is not to say that the SMFM did not
engender social capital among patrons (e.g. the “walkers” group, connections to the church
community); however, the limitations of working within a neoliberal structure, such as the
incongruencies between the SoMeRAP group and outside funders and the prohibitive SFMNP
program, prevented the SMFM from obtaining the same degree of food access as the MFM.
Overall, the MFM functioned directly within the neoliberal paradox in that it addressed
food access through creating alternatives using the same capitalist logic as the dominant system.
However, despite the market’s designation as a GFM space, there was little mention, both in my
conversations with participants as well as my personal observations, of how the market might be
138

committed to promoting environmental sustainability, food justice, farmworker rights or any
other of the dominant tropes associated with GFM activism. Instead, the participants emphasized
the market’s position as an “alternative” primarily to signify class and distinguish themselves
from the rest of Memphis proper. For example, throughout my 15 interviews with participants,
not one person brought up the word “organic” or mentioned any interest in how the market might
be committed to environmental sustainability. This appeared to be the case at the market as well.
For instance, of the MFM’s 75 vendor stalls, only one farmer had a USDA Organic certification
and only three had a Certified Naturally Grown certification (a farmer run, third-party organic
verification program). Further, both of the market’s seafood vendors sold exclusively farm-raised
fish, which past studies have documented contain several ecological, economic and public health
risks (see Foran, Carpenter, Hamilton, Knuth & Schwager, 2005; Sprague, Dick & Tocher, 2016)
and none of the market’s three meat vendors had any official certification at all. This finding
deviates from previous literature which suggests that the GFM is centered around fostering local,
organic and sustainable agricultural practices and adds another layer to the further segmenting of
the movement’s disunifying voice (Lafferty, 2015; Grauerholz & Owens, 2015). This discussion
on neoliberalism illuminates how the differences in economic patterns of both spaces contributed
to each market developing into a very different nexus of practice and confronts the potentialities
and drawbacks of solving issues of food access with a neoliberal economy.
Beyond Memphis: Recommendations for Public Health Practitioners and Scholars
The findings from this dissertation suggest several recommendations to the development
of campaigns addressing food access. First is the recommendation to expand understandings of
culture when designing campaigns. Many dominant approaches to public health theorize culture
as a fixed entity to be defined and measured by external agents. From this perspective, culture is
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categorized “as a conglomeration of values, beliefs, and practices contained within a defined
space,” which are based on fundamental characteristics that “guide perception, motivation, and
attitudes” (Dutta & Basu, 2008, p. 321). While well intentioned, these perspectives can limit the
potentiality of culture as an entry point to addressing food access by framing it as linear,
monolithic, and a barrier to behavior change. This process erases the agency of communities and
situates them as passive recipients of intervention efforts that fall in alignment with the values
and beliefs of mainstream cultures. This dissertation provided two examples of farmers markets
with very different cultures and nexuses of practice. By employing networked approaches such
as nexus analysis, public health professionals can better account for nuanced historical and
cultural barriers which may prevent participation.
A second recommendation highlights the importance of institutional cultures and
founding members (e.g. organizations, spaces, interventions, etc.) in designing public health
interventions. Founders matter insofar as they often establish the ideological contours and value
systems against which all future developments will be measured against. Even in situations
where institutional management or leadership change over time, the ideological underpinnings
will often still be measured using the founding members worldview as a reference point. For
example, in our current political climate, there have been calls for organizations to diversify their
teams to be more reflective of broader society. However, without an in-depth interrogation of
original institutional cultures, calls for diversity often fall short of their goals, rather serving as
“window dressing” to a deeper structural problem. The two case studies featured in this
dissertation illustrated the level of influence that the historical bodies of the founding members
had at each market. Even as both markets have undergone significant changes in leadership since
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their initial openings, many of their same ideals and values are still being reflected in the current
structures at both markets.
As government funding for public health interventions in the U.S. has diminished in
recent years, there has been an increased reliance on the use of private and third sector initiatives
to “fill in the gaps” where the state has left off. In the context of food access, this strategy has
often taken the form of philanthropically-driven non-profit organizations providing solutions.
Working under the belief that education, access, and cost are the main limitations to healthier
dietary behaviors, these organizations are structured around creating individual-level solutions,
such as selling and/or donating fresh produce and educating individuals about the quality and
availability of locally grown fruits and vegetables. However, without a critical interrogation into
the ways that institutional cultures can influence the sociospatial arrangement of a community,
intervention space or reinforce communicative and cultural barriers, such approaches may result
in efforts that ring hollow among targeted communities. By employing a networked approach
(e.g. nexus analysis) to the study of food access, public health professionals can better account
for these nuances and create more effective interventions by tracing on-the-ground processes and
connecting them to larger-scale discourses.
A third recommendation highlights the importance of listening when designing health
interventions. Opposite of dominant approaches to public health, whose discourse and agendas
are controlled by outside experts, this dissertation foregrounded the perspectives of each market
community to better understand the ways in which health issues were interpreted and
communicated and how they formed their nexus of practice. For researchers, this marks a shift
from their traditional role as “expert” who is responsible for the design and execution of health
campaigns, to that of “listener” and “co-participant” who works collaboratively within featured
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communities (Dillon & Basu, 2013). The focus of this dissertation was to make sense of ways in
which participants navigated their food environments through listening to the narratives that
emerge from these spaces. This critically reflexive approach allowed me to uncover embedded
cultural practices which would have been obscured or missed altogether in traditional, top-down
approaches.
Lastly, a fourth takeaway branches into new territories by interrogating taken-for-granted
assumptions and understandings in dominant frameworks on health and nutrition (e.g.
assumptions of criteria, universality, effectiveness and innovation). For example, in most public
messaging, there is an assumption that criteria used by researchers to evaluate interventions are
meaningful measures of the empirical reality of the group targeted by the intervention (Dutta,
2010). However, these criteria may be more likely to reflect dominant values rather than
concerns or lived experiences of the targeted community. As an example, patrons at the SMFM
observed health through a religious worldview outside of traditional Western frameworks.
Meeting patrons at their level of knowledge can provide public health practitioners entry points
to creating more culturally-relevant health messaging.
Limitations
Like any dissertation, this project must be viewed in light of some potential limitations.
First, the sample size was small. While the goal of qualitative research is never generalizability, a
broader sample size would have allowed for a broader examination of data and more in-depth
analysis of my research questions. Second, there was a lack of age diversity in the sample. While
insightful for the findings brought forth in this paper, a broader age range of participants
(including children) would have provided a more representative sample size. A third limitation
was time. For example, in the earlier planning stages of this dissertation, I aimed to conduct
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focus groups with market management and vendors in addition to in-depth interviews. However,
due to each market’s seasonal schedule, I was unable to execute this additional step. This broader
set of data would have allowed for a more comprehensive analysis.
Areas for Future Research
Despite the inherent limitations of this project, there are several opportunities for future
research. Moving forward, the study of food access would benefit from additional applications of
the nexus analysis approach in other local, national and global contexts. Given the
interdisciplinary nature of this project, scholars from a diverse set of fields might adapt or
modify the approach to fit their own discipline-specific needs. For instance, researchers in
critical geography might use nexus analysis to more fully explore the role of place and space in
the context of food spaces. Scholars in the field of anthropology might use such an approach to
examine the role of cultural influences on food consumption practices. Comparatively, a scholar
in agricultural studies might use nexus analysis to trace historical trajectories of global food
systems.
While this project primarily focused on food access, the heuristic nature of nexus analysis
makes it a well-positioned approach to examine any social issue. In this dissertation, I suggested
that the key to understanding community-level food access was to look at its network of
communication networks, including the personal histories, experiences and habits that an
individual brings to a given social activity, the material space in which social actions occur and
the relationship between the participants in the social situation being analyzed. From this
perspective, there is much potential for researchers to apply this approach to nearly any social
issue.
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APPENDICES
APPENDIX 1: Tables
Table 1. 6 Phases of Thematic Analysis
Phase
Phase 1

Phase 2

Phase 3

Phase 4

Phase 5

Phase 6

Process
Data transcription; ‘repeated
reading’ of the data in an
active way – searching for
meanings, patterns, etc.
The production of initial
codes from the data through
‘data reduction’ (where the
researcher collapses data into
labels in order to create
categories for more efficient
analysis)
Sorting codes into potential
themes, and bracket all the
relevant coded data extracts
within the identified themes
Refinement of current
themes. Here, the researcher
examines how themes support
both the data and theoretical
framework
‘Define and refine.’ This step
involves defining and further
refining the themes
that the researcher will
present for your analysis, and
analyze the data within them
Final analysis and write-up of
the report, providing concise,
coherent, logical,
nonrepetitive, and interesting
account of the story the data
tell – within and across
themes
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Result
Preliminary notes and
marking ideas for coding that
the researcher will then go
back to in subsequent phases
Comprehensive codes of how
data informs research
questions

List of potential themes for
further analysis

A strong understanding of
what your different themes
are, how they fit together and
the overall story that they tell
about the data
Comprehensive analysis of
what the themes contribute to
understanding the data

A thick description of the
results

Table 2. Questions from the in-depth interview guide
Question

Nexus Analysis Axiom

1. Why do you go to the Memphis Farmers

•

Historical bodies

•

Historical bodies

•

Interaction order

•

Historical bodies

Market [or] South Memphis Farmers
Market?
2. How many times a season do you come to
the market?
3. (If answer is ≥ 1 for question #2): You’ve
said that you come here (X) amount of
times during the market season, so I’d like
to learn more about your own personal
perspective and understanding of the
market. Would you tell me about the
community, or sense of community, that
you experience by being a regular
customer here?
4. Walk me through your typical shopping
day at the market (If answer is =1:
describe your experience; if answer is ≥2,
describe your typical day).
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5. I’m interested in how you perceive the

•

Historical bodies, discourses in place

•

Discourses in place

•

Historical bodies, interaction order

atmosphere at the market. Could you tell
me about that in your own experience?
6. If we are to characterize the Memphis
Farmers Market [or] South Memphis
Farmers Market as possessing a set of
core values, how would you describe
them? Which values speak to you? Have
you noticed a difference in the value
system here versus other markets you
have attended (if applicable)?
7. Do you feel like you are a part of the
Memphis Farmers Market [or] South
Memphis Farmers Market community?
- (If yes): From your experience here, what
did it take for you to feel like you are a
member of the community?
- (If no): From your experience here, can you
explain what in particular prevents you from
feeling like a part of the community?
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8. How would you describe your

•

Historical bodies

•

Historical bodies

•

Interaction order

culinary/food heritage (i.e., the lessons
about growing, buying, preparing, and
eating food passed on to you by your
family)? How are your culinary and eating
habits similar and different now in
comparison with other times in your life?
9. How do you see the food available at the
Memphis Farmers Market [or] South
Memphis Farmers Market as related to
your culinary heritage? How has eating
food from the Memphis Farmers Market
[or] South Memphis Farmers Market
influenced your eating habits with your
family or your friends?
10. I am exploring the role that local farmers
markets can play in helping resolve larger
health issues in Memphis, such as
disparities in access and food injustice.
For example, there are many health
disparities throughout the city, and these
outcomes are strongly associated with the
lack of access to supermarkets or unjust
161

food practices, such as the closure of
Kroger’s in certain neighborhoods. Do
you have any thoughts about how the
Memphis Farmers Market [or] South
Memphis Farmers Market might be
committed to some of the larger health
issues in Memphis?
•

11. When you close your eyes and picture an

Discourses in place

image of the farmers market here, what
sights and sounds do you envision? For
example, what are the conversations that
you hear and have? What types of signage
do you see? What kind of music do you
hear? Is there anything in particular that
catches your eye or that guides your
attention?
•

12. Is there anything that I didn’t ask you that
you would like to tell me?
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